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FOREWORD 
by Edwin J. Feulner 
aan 


Our city, Washington, this center of power for the world, desper- 
ately needs more people like Ed Meese. The town is brimming over 
with men and women who strive for their own power for the sake of 
themselves. But even Ed Meese’s enemies (whose public pronounce- 
ments show they know next to nothing about the kind of man Ed re- 
ally is) are forced to admit that whatever their disagreements with 
him, he seems to be utterly devoid of personal ambition. 

Who among Washington’s power brokers has had more chances 
than Ed Meese to step into the limelight and grab something for 
himself? Instead, for all the years I’ve known him, Edwin Meese ITI 
has been about one thing: doing what he sees as the next right thing 
for America. 

For years, that was serving Ronald Reagan in whatever capacity the 
Great Man needed him. Today it is serving as The Heritage Foun- 
dation’s leading expert on a host of issues, including what should be 
done to bring our legal system back into line with limited govern- 
ment as set forth in the U.S. Constitution. The key word, in case you 


missed it (as his political enemies consistently do), is “serving.” 
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Ed’s accomplishments are well known, but you will find out much 
you didn’t know about them between the covers of Lee Edwards’s 
excellent book. The Heritage Foundation and I recently showed 
our appreciation for those accomplishments by bestowing upon Ed 
our highest award, the Clare Boothe Luce Award for Conservative 
Leadership in America and the world. 

For me, the singular thing about Ed Meese is his utter humility, 
despite the awesome responsibilities God has seen fit to place in 
his hands. 

I'll always remember several years ago, when we were planning 
the Heritage Christmas party, and we asked around for someone 
willing to play Santa. Ed responded. And when he came downstairs 
that evening, dressed in a Santa suit, | noticed something. Several 
Heritage families had brought their children to meet Santa. Instead 
of focusing on himself and laughing with his compatriots about the 
idea of Ed Meese in a Santa suit, Ed was occupied with something 
else: As always throughout his career, he had a job to do, and he was 
doing it. He was really playing Santa. 

And after he’d given out gifts to the children, and it came time 
for a few gag gifts for some of our star staffers, | noticed something 
else: Ed had clearly taken a lot of time to prepare remarks that were 
funny and meaningful for each person receiving a gift. He delivered 
them flawlessly, and they had the effect Ed intended: We had a 
marvelous time. 

This is the Ed Meese you will meet in these pages, between the 
great controversies and struggles and triumphs that have marked 


his career. And it is the Ed Meese I am privileged to call my friend. 
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When Ronald Reagan was once asked whom he would rely on if he 
faced a crisis, he replied without hesitation: “Ed Meese.”! Reagan’s 
ready response reveals the special relationship between one of the 
most successful presidents in modern history and his indispensable 
aide and policy adviser. 

Time and again, Reagan would turn to Ed Meese after a far- 
ranging discussion among cabinet officers and policy experts. 
Meese, who as usual had been taking careful notes on a yellow legal 
pad, would present the arguments on all sides so scrupulously that 
no one objected. “No one could synthesize policy for the Presi- 
dent as Ed did,” remarks James A. Baker, chief of staff for Presi- 
dent Reagan in his first term and a member of the famed White 
House “troika” of Baker, Meese and Michael K. Deaver. “He was 
superb.”? “Reagan valued Ed’s mind,” says Deaver, “his ability to 
sum up and recommend.”3 

Reagan also valued Ed Meese’s steadfast loyalty, not simply to 
himself but to conservative principles such as limited government, 


free enterprise, individual freedom, and strong moral values. “He 
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tended the prairie fire” that Reagan ignited in California, says Deav- 
er, who served as Meese’s deputy in Sacramento, “and made sure it 
didn’t go out.” The President used Meese as “a sounding board” 
for issues and ideas, according to William P. Clark, who preceded 
Meese as Governor Reagan’s chief of staff and was later President 
Reagan’s national security adviser. “Ed had an unsurpassed knowl- 
edge of the President’s thinking.”> 

From their first days in Sacramento, Governor Reagan relied on 
Meese. Drawing on his years as deputy district attorney in Alameda 
County, which included the University of California at Berkeley, 
Meese helped organize a policy of firm response to campus and oth- 
er disorders, a core issue for Reagan in his 1966 gubernatorial cam- 
paign. Meese developed a system for evaluating judicial candidates 
that removed “cronyism” from the courts—a frequent criticism of 
previous administrations—and ensured that California had highly 
qualified judges who “understood and believed in the law.” 

In 1971, Meese suggested the establishment of a task force on 
welfare reform to isolate the causes of runaway state spending and 
design a new welfare system. The new program transformed public 
welfare in California—the welfare caseload dropped by several hun- 
dred thousand people while payments to the truly needy increased 
significantly. Reagan’s welfare reform, as the veteran Washington 
analyst Allan Ryskind summed it up, “proved that conservative 
principles applied to a seemingly intractable domestic problem 
could be highly effective.” Reagan biographer Lou Cannon called 
the California Welfare Reform Act “a seminal achievement of the 
Reagan governorship.” 

In Washington, D.C., Presidential Counsellor Ed Meese, knowing 


Reagan’s preference for cabinet government, devised an innovative 


The White House 
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President Reagan consults with Meese in the Oval Office, circa 1981. 


system of “cabinet councils” that grouped members according to 
their areas of responsibility. The five original councils were economic 
affairs, natural resources and the environment, commerce and trade, 
human resources, and national security. Added later were food and 
agriculture, legal policy, and management and administration. 

A cabinet council, explained Martin Anderson, Reagan’s chief 
domestic and economic policy adviser in his first two years, was “re- 
ally a smaller, tailor-made version of the cabinet” with the “same 
force and authority in dealing” with issues that the entire cabinet 


had. Anderson estimated that “almost all of the policy work” during 
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the first years of the Reagan Administration— including the histor- 
ic Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981—was funneled through the 
cabinet councils. Although overlooked by the Washington press at 
the time, the initiative was described by liberal academic Stuart E. 
Eizenstat, who served as President Jimmy Carter’s domestic policy 
adviser, as “one of the more intriguing organizational efforts at cab- 
inet-White House cooperation that we have seen in years.” 

Ed Meese’s responsibilities as principal policy adviser to Presi- 
dent Reagan ran the gamut of issues from abortion to the “zero 
option” on intermediate-range nuclear missiles. In mid-September 
1981, for example, he hosted a small meeting to discuss the feasi- 
bility of developing an anti-ballistic missile system in keeping with 
Reagan’s long-expressed opposition to the U.S. policy of Mutual 
Assured Destruction (MAD). The group agreed that a system to 
intercept ballistic missiles in the earth’s atmosphere and above was 
possible. After meeting again to explore provisional plans, Meese 
arranged a meeting with President Reagan on January 8, 1982. Rea- 
gan directed the National Security Council (NSC) staff to develop 
a proposal for a strategic defense program. Meese credits National 
Security Adviser William Clark with making sure this happened, 
along with the President’s unwavering personal commitment. But 
it was Ed Meese’s initiative that set in motion the process that cul- 
minated in Reagan’s March 1983 announcement of the Strategic 
Defense Initiative (SDI) and helped convince the Kremlin it could 
not win an arms race. 

As Presidential Counsellor and then Attorney General, Ed Meese 
played an essential role in creating the system by which jurists com- 
mitted to judicial restraint and the written Constitution were se- 


lected. Reagan, explained Meese, wanted to name federal judges 
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who would look at the Constitution and statute law and “expound 
their evident meaning” rather than use loopholes or convoluted 
logic to reach some “preconceived [socio-political] conclusion.”? 
As Attorney General, Meese oversaw a team of experts who scru- 
pulously vetted candidates for the federal bench. Meese sometimes 
conducted the final interview before passing on a judicial recom- 
mendation to the President. 

Contrary to some reports, Reagan appointees were not asked 
about their political beliefs, but were questioned about their un- 
derstanding of the Constitution and their philosophy of judicial 
practice. Over the course of his two terms in office, President 
Reagan appointed almost half of the federal judiciary. Observers, 
liberal and conservative, have given them high marks for their judi- 
cial performance and integrity. Reagan’s judges, wrote legal scholar 
Sheldon Goldman, ranked above those of Carter, Ford, Nixon, and 
Johnson.’? T. Kenneth Cribb, Jr., Meese’s top aide in the White 
House and at the Justice Department, argues that “Reagan’s second 
most important accomplishment, after winning the Cold War, was 
judicial selection." 

Ever loyal to the written Constitution, Attorney General Meese 
delivered major addresses that provoked a great debate about the 
most important document of our Republic. Speaking to the Amer- 
ican Bar Association in July 1985 (and later that year to the Federal- 
ist Society), Meese argued that the Constitution must be interpret- 
ed in light of its original meaning and the common understanding of 
the Founding Fathers who ratified it. He called for a “Jurisprudence 
of Original Intention” consistent with the admonition of Chief Jus- 
tice John Marshall that “the Constitution is a limitation on judicial 


12 


power as well as executive and legislative. 
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A FouNDING FATHER 


Defenders of the notion that the Constitution is what judges say it is 
vehemently disagreed. Among them was Supreme Court Associate 
Justice William J. Brennan, Jr., who insisted that the Constitution 
should be continuously adapted “to cope with the problems of a de- 
veloping America.” Meese, however, stood with the prudential le- 
gal philosophy of Justice Felix Frankfurter, who although a political 
liberal, said, “As a member of this court, I am not justified in writ- 
ing my private notions of policy into the Constitution.” “Ed Meese 
was the founding father of original understanding,” says Douglas 
Kmiec, professor of law at Pepperdine University and former dean 
of Catholic University of America’s law school. “Everyone on the 
Supreme Court today is an originalist,” Kmiec argues. “That was 
not the case,” he says, “prior to Ed Meese.”8 

Appearing at Tulane University in October 1986, Meese deliv- 
ered a forthright address about “the law of the Constitution” in 
which he argued, daringly, that the Supreme Court was not the sole 
arbiter of the Constitution. Other branches of the federal govern- 
ment, he said, had a vital role in deciding constitutional meaning 
or application within their proper spheres of authority. The Con- 
stitution, he said, is not the same thing as constitutional law. “To 
confuse the Constitution with judicial pronouncements,” Meese 
stated, allows no standard by which to criticize and seek the over- 
ruling of “the derelicts of constitutional law” —cases such as Dred 
Scott v. Sanford and Plessy v. Ferguson. 

As the nation’s top legal officer, and consistent with what he knew 
to be the views of the President, Ed Meese spoke out forcefully 
for those whose rights had long been overlooked or shunted aside. 
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He argued that the Roe v. Wade decision on abortion should be re- 
versed. He cited the discriminatory nature of affirmative action and 
other civil rights proposals such as school busing. He described the 
American Civil Liberties Union as a “criminals’ lobby” and called 
Miranda v. Arizona an “infamous decision.” He fought drug abuse 
as chairman of the National Drug Policy Board—reinforcing First 
Lady Nancy Reagan’s successful “Just Say No” campaign—and re- 
acted against the prevalence of obscene materials and child pornog- 
raphy in communities by establishing the Obscenity Enforcement 
Unit in the Justice Department’s Criminal Division. 

Some say that Ed Meese’s finest hour came on the “four-day 
weekend” of November 21-24, 1986, when he and three of his top 
aides conducted an investigation of a hitherto secret Administra- 
tion initiative toward Iran. Concerned about conflicting stories 
within the Administration, Meese suggested to Reagan that some- 
one needed to review “all aspects” of the Iran initiative so that the 
Administration could present “a comprehensive and accurate ac- 
count.” The President asked Meese to take on the assignment. 

To their surprise and dismay, Meese and his assistants discovered 
a memo in the files of NSC staffer Lt. Col. Oliver North describing 
a plan to direct profits derived from arms transactions with Iran to 
support the Contras—the Nicaraguan freedom fighters. Support 
for the Nicaraguan resistance was one of the most hotly debated is- 
sues of the day. [ran was also a sensitive subject —Americans had not 
forgotten that the Iranian government had held fifty-two Ameri- 
cans hostage in the U.S. Embassy in Tehran for over a year. The 
combination of Iran and the Contras was an explosive and poten- 
tially highly damaging issue to the Administration. “We had to find 
out exactly what had happened,” Meese later wrote.® And they did. 
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Based on interviews with Oliver North, National Security Ad- 
viser John Poindexter, former National Security Adviser Robert 
McFarlane, and others, the Meese team discovered that there had 
been “diversion” of Iranian arms money to the Contras. Only three 
people in the U.S. government had apparently known about the 
scheme—North, Poindexter, and McFarlane. When a shocked 
President Reagan was told on November 24 what had been uncov- 
ered, he ordered an immediate and complete disclosure, resulting 
ina full-scale press conference the following day. The Iran-Contra 
affair (some called it a “scandal”) produced official investigations by 
the Tower Commission appointed by the President, by Congress, 
and by independent counsel Lawrence E. Walsh. While these in- 
quiries unearthed some new data, Meese pointed out that “in major 
respects they confirmed the story that my staff and I had been able 
to piece together in less than seventy-six hours.” 

Meese never doubted the potential gravity of Iran-Contra and 
characterized it as “a serious mistake by men who, in their zeal to 
advance legitimate national interests, took steps that were both 
unauthorized and unwise.” Their extreme actions, he said, “dam- 
aged the Administration” and “agitated the country.” But he denied 
the charge by liberal Democrats and others that Iran-Contra had 
brought about a “constitutional crisis” or that the actions of a few 
members of the Administration constituted a “threat to democrat- 
ic government.””” The Administration’s handling of Iran-Contra 
demonstrated that the system of checks and balances instituted by 
the Founders of the Republic still worked. Still, one can speculate 
about the course of events if Ed Meese—at President Reagan’s di- 
rection—had not acted as promptly and thoroughly as he did. Any 


attempt at a cover-up would have prompted the media to suggest a 
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The Troika: President Reagan’s senior White House staff, 1981: 
James Baker, Ed Meese, Michael Deaver. 
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parallel with Watergate and encouraged congressional calls for im- 
peachment of the President. 

“Who knows what would have happened,” asks Lee Liberman 
Otis, general counsel in the Department of Energy and a founder 
of the Federalist Society, “if the Contra diversion had not been re- 
vealed by the President and the White House? And it was Ed Meese 
who uncovered the truth.” “Ed Meese saved the presidency twice,” 
says Kenneth Cribb. “First, when he got presidential permission 
to get to the bottom of Iran-Contra, and second, when instead of 
leaking as most do in Washington, he publicly announced the full 
findings at a White House press conference.” 

Because of Ed Meese’s unwavering fidelity to President Rea- 
gan and a conservative agenda, he became a prime target of those 
who were adamantly opposed to what the President was trying 
to accomplish at home and abroad. Unable to block what they 
perceived as wrong and even dangerous policies, partisans vented 
their mounting frustration and anger on the President’s right-hand 
man. They leaked ugly rumors about his supposed incompetence 
as presidential adviser. Often quoted was Reagan campaign aide 
John Sears’s wisecrack that Ed Meese’s briefcase resembled “a black 
hole” — anything that went into it never came out. 

Critics held up his Senate confirmation to be Attorney General 
for over a year while an independent counsel picked and probed into 
alleged misdeeds such as a gift of “standard-issue” cuff links from 
the government of South Korea; whether Meese had been given 
preferential treatment in his promotion from lieutenant colonel to 
colonel in the Army Reserve; and the fact, admitted by Meese, that 
he had failed to list a $15,000 loan to his wife, Ursula, by a former 


associate on his financial disclosure statement. In his 385-page re- 
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port, independent counsel Jake Stein said of every allegation that 
there was either “no basis for any criminal charge” or “no evidence 
of special treatment.” President Reagan publicly declared that “it’s 
always gratifying when the honor of a just man is vindicated, and 
that’s exactly what has happened with the report of the Indepen- 
dent Counsel.” 

With characteristic grace, Meese said he was “not bitter at all” 
about the lengthy investigation or the mudslinging, although some 
had dug deep for their mud. At his confirmation hearings, for exam- 
ple, Democratic Senator Patrick Leahy of Vermont had bitterly re- 
marked, “The Senate, as presently constituted, would confirm Jack 
the Ripper as surgeon general if the president asked it to.”2° Rank 
partisanship did not prevail: The Senate confirmed Edwin Meese 
III as Attorney General by a margin of more than two to one. 

Meese’s forbearance seemed to enrage his critics. In May 1987, 
congressional Democrats urged an investigation of whether 
Meese, while in the White House, had received anything of value 
in exchange for asking that the Army consider the application of 
a company whose legal counsel was a long-time friend of his. Such 
referrals, of course, occur frequently in the federal government, es- 
pecially in Congress. A year later, independent counsel James McK- 
ay announced that no “evidence [was] discovered that Mr. Meese, 
at any time, knowingly received any money or thing of value from 
anyone in return for or on account of any official act he performed 
which benefited the company.” Regarding other allegations, includ- 
ing “lost” stocks and late tax payments, McKay reported: “The fi- 
nancial records of Mr. and Mrs. Meese did not evidence any unex- 
plained income or expenditure, unusual asset, concealed transaction 


or any other unexplained improvement in their financial condition 
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since 1980." 

That should have ended the matter, but when Ed Meese resigned 
as Attorney General in August 1988, his ideological enemies and 
those of the President rushed to condemn him and his record. Ac- 
cording to Norman Dorsen, president of the American Civil Liber- 
ties Union, Meese had “presided over the Reagan administration's 
efforts to restrict the individual liberties of millions of Americans.” 
Ed Meese “has never been more than two steps ahead of the law,” 
said Arthur J. Kropp, president of the liberal lobbying group People 
for the American Way. “He leaves a record of shame.” “He’s been 
a disaster as attorney general,” said Hazel Dukes, president of the 
New York chapter of the NAACP.” When polled by Te Wall 
Street Journal, Harvard professor Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., radical 
leftist Victor Navasky, and liberal columnist Hodding Carter HI 
placed Meese among the “worst” Reagan appointees. Carter called 
Meese “consistently wrong” in his advice and of “dubious” ethics. 

And yet those who had worked with Ed Meese over a lifetime 
of public service showered him with encomiums that would make 
a mother blush. “His tenacious pursuit of the criminal element 
both in this country and abroad,” says William Bradford Reyn- 
olds, Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights during the Rea- 
gan Administration, “strengthened and better focused the {Justice 
Department’s} law enforcement mission.” “He has pulled togeth- 
er the conservative public interest legal movement as no one else 
could have done,” says Edwin J. Feulner, President of The Heritage 
Foundation, referring to a seminal accomplishment of Meese in his 
post-Reagan Administration career. Ed Meese, says former Secre- 
tary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, was “always one of the most 
effective and believable spokesmen” during “the eight great years 
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of Ronald Reagan’s presidency.” It was Ed Meese, points out Cali- 
fornia state judge Lois Haight, who set up the task force on victims 
of crime that resulted in “federal crime legislation and laws in fifty 
states protecting victims.” 

Whether they had known him for forty years or four, the tributes 
of Meese’s colleagues were remarkably similar. “You could always 
depend upon Ed,” remarks Reagan aide and speechwriter Peter 
Hannaford, “for a well-reasoned conservative response to almost 
any issue.” “He was sane, solid, reliable,” says campaign aide Jeffrey 
Bell. “People missed him when he wasn’t there.” “He had an uncan- 
ny ability to look down the road,” says Pendleton James, who was 
asked by Meese to start working on the presidential transition even 
before Reagan was nominated by the Republican Party in July 1980. 
“Ed loved ideas,” says Charles Cooper, former head of the Office of 
Legal Counsel, who helped organize a series of Justice Department 
conferences on everything from the First Amendment to federal- 
ism at Meese’s instruction. “He wanted to explore them to their 
deepest level.” 

“Ed’s first and only interest was in serving the President,” asserts 
Richard Wirthlin, Reagan’s pollster and political strategist. “When 
he left the White House for Justice there was a hole that was never 
completely filled.” “He never seemed to be thrown off balance by 
stress or by things going the wrong way,” says Theodore Olson, who 
served as head of the Office of Legal Counsel in Reagan’s first term 
and Solicitor General for President George W. Bush. “He created 
an environment,” says John Richardson, who served as Meese’s 
chief of staff at Justice, “where everyone felt free to propose and 
advocate new ideas. He had convictions of iron, but an open mind.” 


“What was most extraordinary about Ed,” says Mark Levin, head 
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of the Landmark Legal Foundation, who also served as his chief of 
staff at Justice, “was how he functioned so efficiently despite the 
vicious efforts of the Left to destroy him.”* 

One reason he did was the President’s steadfast support. During 
the McKay inquiry, when questions were raised by political oppo- 
nents and the media about the integrity of his Attorney General, 
Ronald Reagan responded, “If Ed Meese is not a good man, there 
are no good men.” 

Where, then, did this good man come from? This indispensable 
man who never wavered in his commitment to the Reagan Revolu- 
tion, who never seemed to lose his temper or his sense of humor re- 
gardless of the crisis, who never said an unkind word about anyone, 
even those who heaped calumny on him. Supreme Court Justice 
Clarence Thomas commented to his wife, Ginni, that of all the peo- 
ple they knew in Washington, Ed Meese most nearly “epitomizes 
Jesus Christ,” by reason of his grace and poise in the most trying of 
times and his abiding concern for others, not himself. “He’s a great 
man,” remarks Ginni Thomas, “but he walks with humility.”27 Who 
and what shaped the man whom his close colleague called “the per- 
fect public servant”? 


Chapter I 
(;ROWING Up Goop 
ade 


There have been Meeses in Oakland, California, since the city 
was founded in 1852. Herman Meese, Ed Meese’s great-grandfa- 
ther, was a skilled cabinetmaker who moved from San Francisco to 
Oakland in 1878 and helped establish the Zion Lutheran Church 
there. He was the first president of the congregation. Herman was 
among the German Lutherans who came to America seeking free- 
dom from religious rationalism. They belonged to the Missouri 
Synod, a conservative branch of the Lutheran Church that believes 
in the Holy Scriptures as the inspired word of God and practices 
closed communion. They also believe in education and created the 
second-largest parochial school system in America. 

Edwin Meese, Sr., Ed Meese’s grandfather, attended a Lutheran 
college in Fort Wayne, Indiana, and went into the insurance busi- 
ness. He began the Meese tradition of public service in Oakland by 
serving as city councilman and city treasurer at the turn of the twen- 
tieth century. He was also president of the Zion Lutheran congrega- 
tion. His younger son was Edwin Meese, Jr., Ed Meese’s father, who 


attended the University of California (not yet known as Berkeley) 
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as an undergraduate and as a law student. Ed Junior began a long 
career in Oakland city government in the 1920s, first as principal 
assistant to a state senator, then clerk of the police court for twenty 
years, next chief deputy tax collector, and finally tax collector and 
treasurer of Alameda County for twenty-four years—the latter a 
non-partisan but elected position. Preserving another family tradi- 
tion, he too served as president of the Zion Lutheran Church. 

“Family and patriotism were quite important to my parents,” 
said Ed Meese, Jr. “Because my parents cared about these things, I 
did too. Not that we were zealots, always trying to show our badge 
of patriotism. But we just did things that came naturally to us. If 
there’s a holiday, we fly the flag.”** Too old for active military ser- 
vice in World War II (he had been a private in World War I), Ed 
Meese, Jr., joined the Coast Guard Reserve and became a member 
of the Volunteer Port Security Force that helped guard the Port 
of Oakland. Without complaint, he took the 8 p.m. to 2 a.m. shift 
several times a week. In war and peace, he was a community leader, 
serving as president of the Kiwanis Club, commander of the Ameri- 
can Legion, chairman of the Alameda County Red Cross, and a 
leader of the Boy Scouts. 

Into his eighties, Edwin Junior would tell visitors compelling sto- 
ries about growing up in turn-of-the-century California, especially 
his memory of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. “The sky across 
the bay glowed orange from the fire after the earthquake struck,” 
he told one reporter. San Francisco was closed, but his father had 
gotten a pass from the governor to enter the city, and ten-year-old 
Ed Meese, Jr., went with him. “We stood there and looked down on 
what was left of San Francisco. The city was still smoldering... That 


was the first time | ever saw my father with tears in his eyes.” 


Meese Family Collection 
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The Meese boys, circa 1941: Clifford, Myron, Ed, and George. 


Ed Meese’s mother, Leone, readily acknowledged the strong in- 
fluence of their Lutheran faith on her four sons. (Edwin III, born 
on December 2, 1931, was the oldest.) But she believed their father 
was more important, calling him “the most marvelous example.”3° 
The Meeses were as patriotic as they were pious, wrote one chroni- 
cler—“exemplars of the Protestant American cthic.”3! Every night 
the family knelt and prayed together. Every night they stood to say 
the Pledge of Allegiance. Theirs was a quiet but deep affection. “We 
kiss ‘hello’ or ‘goodbye’ and that’s it,” said Leone Meese. “We know 
we love each other. That’s the important thing.” In good times and 
bad, they sustained each other. Ed shared a room with his brother 
Myron, who was born with spina bifida that left him partially para- 
lyzed. But Myron was included in every family activity—and was 
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there when the Meese family met President Reagan in the Oval Of- 
fice of the White House in early 1981. | 

Growing up in Oakland, Ed and his brothers earned their spend- 
ing money the old-fashioned way—by their own effort. Ed had a 
paper route as soon as he could ride a bicycle, and also worked in a 
drug store. During his teens he received $2.50 a day clearing trails 
in the rugged East Bay park system. Young Ed was always bursting 
with energy: When just ten, he and his younger brothers published 
a mimeographed neighborhood newspaper, The Weekly Herald, and 
used the profits to buy a war bond. He became a Cub Scout and 
then a Boy Scout. 

Ed was very close to his father, who early on inspired him to 
consider a career in law enforcement. Leone Meese remembered 
her husband coming home from his job as police court clerk and 
recounting dramatic stories about the day’s proceedings to their 
oldest son. In high school, Ed satisfied his desire for courtroom fo- 
rensics by joining the debating team and leading it to victory in city 
and state competitions. “He was a terrific debater,” remembers his 
wife, Ursula, who was one year behind him at Oakland High School 
and joined the Forensic Society to be near her future husband. Ed 
Meese learned to present succinctly all sides of an argument—a skill 
he put to good use as Ronald Reagan’s aide decades later. 

In the spring of 1949, Ed graduated from Oakland High as vale- 
dictorian. He had applied to and been accepted by Stanford —which 
was prohibitively expensive—and the University of California at 
Berkeley, which offered him a small scholarship. There was another 
but distant possibility. At the suggestion of the board of the Junior 
Statesman School—a six-week summer program at Montezuma 
Mountain School in the Santa Cruz Mountains that he had attend- 
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Ed Meese, Oakland High School valedictorian, class of 1949. 


ed the previous year—he had also applied to Yale, “something al- 
most unimaginable for a boy from California,” Meese says. “Out of 
the blue,” he remembers, “two weeks before I was graduated, I was 
accepted by Yale and got ascholarship” to study political science in 
New Haven. Although the idea of traveling 3,000 miles from home 
was “somewhat daunting,” the Oakland youngster headed east, ac- 
companied by his high school debate partner Robert Cowell, who 
had also won a scholarship. 

While earning a B.A., Ed Meese found the time to serve as presi- 
dent of the Yale Political Union, chairman of the Yale Debating 
Association, manager of the track team, cadet commander of the 
ROTC, president of the Lutheran Student Association, and vice 
president for the northeast division of the National Lutheran 
Student Association. He also made the dean’s list, a fact omit- 
ted in a major profile published years later by a leading California 
newspaper. The paper erroneously wrote that Meese had been “a 
mediocre student” at Yale.3+ “My favorite instructor,” he recalls, 
“was Chuck Lichenstein,” who later served as Ambassador Jeane 
Kirkpatrick’s chief deputy at the United Nations and then became 


a senior fellow at The Heritage Foundation. Lichenstein’s class was 
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Local Government. 

Upon entering Yale, Meese had enrolled in the ROTC and later 
also enlisted in the Army Reserve as a private first class. He had 
admired the military from his boyhood during World War II, in- 
fluenced by his father’s volunteer service and inspired by the mili- 
tary motto, “Duty, Honor, Country.” Upon graduation from Yale 
in 1953, he was commissioned a second lieutenant in the field artil- 
lery but was not immediately called up. He decided to enroll in law 
school at UC-Berkeley, and had completed his first year at Boalt 
Hall when he was called into active duty. 

Ed Meese spent twenty-four months at Fort Sill, Oklahoma— 
working with the 240 mm Howitzer, one of the largest artillery 
pieces in the Army—and was eventually assigned as assistant bat- 
talion operations officer. The experience ignited a lifelong inter- 
est in logistics and organization. “We used twenty-ton cranes to 
emplace the 240. I was responsible for the bulldozers and other 
equipment. It was all part of an education I would never receive at 
any other time in my life.”3¢ Still a second lieutenant, he was given 
a major’s responsibilities in Exercise Sagebrush, one of the largest 
peacetime exercises of the 1950s, covering half of Louisiana, before 
completing his active duty in June 1956. He continued in the Army 
Reserve, specializing in military intelligence, and rose to the rank 
of colonel before retiring in early 1984, when he was nominated as 
Attorney General. 

Upon his return to Berkeley's Boalt Hall in 1956, Meese contin- 
ued to display his forensic skills. He won the Moot Court Prize in 
his second year and was elected to the Moot Court Board the fol- 
lowing year, becoming its vice chairman. That same year, he won the 


state Moot Court championship. A classmate described him as an 
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“all-American, Jack Armstrong guy” who wore white shirts and had 
a crew cut.” Although his grades were admittedly not “great” (he 
worked full-time during his last two years of law school), Ed Meese 
was almost elected valedictorian by the Boalt class of 1958. Fulfill- 
ing his long-held ambition, he joined the district attorney’s office of 
Alameda County in October 1958 as a law clerk at the munificent 
salary of $281 a month. He passed the bar the following January and 
became a deputy district attorney for Alameda County. He even 
got a raise— to $400 a month. 

Soon after, in September 1959, Ed Meese married his high school 
sweetheart Ursula (Ursie) Herrick, whose father was Oakland’s 
postmaster. “It was a whirlwind courtship of eleven years,” remarks 
Ursula wryly. The wedding reception was held in the officers’ club 
on Treasure Island in San Francisco Bay, and they cut the cake with 
a military sword. It was a union of similar backgrounds and inter- 
ests —each came from a close-knit devout family (the Herricks were 
Episcopalian) that believed in public service. Ursula was as smart as 
she was pretty. Voted “the outstanding senior woman” at the Col- 
lege of the Pacific, she enrolled in a one-year graduate program in 
business at Harvard-Radcliffe. She returned home to begin work 
as a deputy probation officer in Oakland, but she had something 
else on her mind and in her heart. “I knew I should marry Ed in high 
school,” Ursula recalls. “He probably had that intention, too.”3 

They began their honeymoon at Lake Tahoe, Nevada, but on the 
second day, snow was forecasted, and, as Ursula says, “Ed hates snow.” 
“Why don’t we go to Los Angeles where the sun’s shining,” suggested 
the bridegroom, “and while we’re there we can visit the new police 
department building?” The bride smilingly agreed, and thus was born 
the myth that Ed and Ursula Meese spent their honeymoon in a Los 
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Angeles police car. While it is true they visited the L.A. Police Head- 
quarters, they were in Disneyland the following day, happily explor- 
ing Sleeping Beauty's castle and the wonders of the deep in Captain 
Nemo’s submarine. But, Ursula Meese readily admits, her husband 


“can’t drive by a police or fire department without slowing down.” 


BERKELEY BLows Up 


Over the next three years, Ed Meese prosecuted a wide variety of 
felony cases—including capital crimes—while being allowed, be- 
cause of his modest salary, to maintain a small private practice at 
night and on the weekends. He limited himself to civil law— mostly 
wills and probate. “Ed was one of the most highly organized, le- 
gally capable people you'll ever want to see,” said fellow deputy 
district attorney Lowell Jensen, who later became Alameda D.A. 
“Sometimes he maybe had too many things going on at once—here 
and on the outside. But he kept them all going well."4° Meese 
impressed his boss Frank Coakley so much that he was picked to 
represent the California District Attorneys Association and the 
California Peace Officers Association at the 1961 general session 
of the state legislature in Sacramento and again at the 1962 budget 
session of the legislature. He helped draft statutes on narcotics con- 
trol and rehabilitation and served on statewide committees dealing 
with law enforcement legislation, public safety, and administration 
of criminal justice. Among those who took note of Ed Meese’s qui- 
et efficiency was Republican State Senator Donald Grunsky, who 
would later recommend him for a position with Governor-elect 


Ronald Reagan. 
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But first came a series of events that “plunged the UC-Berke- 
ley campus into a crisis unprecedented in American higher educa- 
tion.”*" Students returning to campus in September 1964 encoun- 
tered an impassioned “Letter to Undergraduates” that urged them 
to “organize and split this campus wide open!” Demands included 
the immediate abolition of undergraduate grades and a permanent 
student role in the running of the university. 

The conflict between the students and the university administra- 
tion climaxed in early December at a giant evening rally and sit-in at 
Sproul Hall, which contained the offices of the president and other 
university officials. An alarmed Chancellor Edward Strong called 
in Berkeley police and other law enforcement agencies to clear the 
hall, and 773 people were arrested. Several hundred professors pro- 
tested, calling for the dismissal of all charges against the demonstra- 
tors. The university president attempted to negotiate a ceasefire, 
but the radicals were interested in perpetuating conflict rather than 
resolving it. The Free Speech Movement morphed into the Filthy 
Speech Movement, “a loose alliance of radical students, hippies, and 
street people” that kept alive the spirit of protest at UC-Berkeley 
for the rest of the decade. 

A leader in the campaign to restore order to the Berkeley cam- 
pus—Ais old campus and that of his father—was Ed Meese. Demo- 
cratic Governor Edmund (Pat) Brown, who had known Meese when 
he was the legislative representative for district attorneys and police 
officers in Sacramento, telephoned him the night of the mass sit-in 
to ask how best to resolve the crisis. Meese did not mince words. “I 
told him,” he recalled later, “that the people in the building should 
be arrested and taken out of there. I told him that if they were al- 


lowed to stay, there would be another mob scene, even bigger, the 
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next day.”# A reluctant Brown agreed, and under Meese’s supervi- 
sion and that of Deputy District Attorney Lowell Jensen, the police 
cleared the building, taking into custody hundreds of young men 
and women. Meese and Jensen were co-counsels in the mass trial of 
the Berkeley demonstrators. 

Liberals accused Brown of overreacting, but the majority of Cali- 
fornians praised the use of prudential force to defuse a potentially 
dangerous situation. Ed Meese emerged from the Berkeley crisis as 
“the law-and-order man” who over the next two years refined the 
techniques of dealing with mass demonstrations. In recognition of 
his leadership, he was named one of the five Outstanding Young 
Men of California (along with baseball great Willie Mays) by the 
California Junior Chamber of Commerce. The Jaycees were un- 
doubtedly impressed by the long list of Ed Meese’s activities out- 
side the D.A.’s office: member of the Army Intelligence Reserve, 
president of the Junior Statesman Foundation, secretary-treasur- 
er of the Criminal Courts Association of Alameda County, and a 
member of the U.S. Supreme Court Bar, the American Bar Associ- 
ation, the Peace Officers Association of California, and the Reserve 
Officers Association. 

When confronted with anti-Vietnam war protests in 1965 and 
1966—including the burning of draft cards and other disruptive 
acts— Meese used on-the-scene intelligence to isolate and arrest 
the ringleaders, demoralizing their followers. He counseled early 
morning arrests when there were smaller crowds and fewer report- 
ers. Under his supervision, wrote one newspaper, arresting officers 
“for the first time” used Polaroid cameras to take photos of dem- 
onstrators, settling any question at a trial about the defendant’s in- 


volvement and eliminating the need to take large numbers of people 
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to a police station for booking.# Meese also championed the co- 
ordinated use of different law enforcement agencies—such as the 
Sheriff's Department, the local police, and the National Guard—to 
put down civil disturbances. 

Ed Meese insisted there was nothing personal in his commitment 
to arresting and prosecuting the disrupters—he was only doing his 
duty to keep the peace and protect the people of Alameda County. 
He was upset, however, by antiwar demonstrators who burned the 
American flag while American soldiers were fighting in Vietnam. 
“Those demonstrations,” he asserted years later, “prolonged the war 
and cost alot of American lives.” And he made it clear he would not 
tolerate the gun-toting Black Panthers who called the police “pigs” 
and threatened all-out war against the “honkie” power structure. 

There was an affinity between Meese and the cop on the beat—he 
collected small model squad cars and statuettes of “pigs” (the radi- 
cals’ favorite epithet for the police). A standing joke in the Alameda 
County courthouse was that Meese would drop everything and re- 
spond to a call coming in over his desktop police radio. But as fellow 
deputy district attorney Jensen explained, “It was a regular practice 
for us to ride with them on patrol.” Such rides had a purpose. “D.A.s 
could help educate the police about exclusionary law,” Jensen said, 
and D.A.s got “good feedback from police to help our job.”# 

And so when Governor-elect Ronald Reagan, who had prom- 
ised to “clean up the mess” on the campuses and faced sixty men 
on condemned row, began looking for someone to be his secretary 
for extradition and clemency (the title was soon changed to legal 
affairs secretary), Senator Grunsky among others suggested that 
he consider the thirty-five-year-old deputy district attorney in Al- 
ameda County who had shown his mettle during the tumultuous 


1 To PRESERVE AND PROTECT 


UC-Berkeley student demonstrations. 

Ed Meese had never been political—he thought of himself as 
a disinterested public servant like his father, who was elected six 
times to the non-partisan office of Alameda County treasurer. “We 
have a responsibility to our country to give it the best we can,” ex- 
plained Ursula Meese, expressing the attitude of her own family as 
well as that of her husband, “to work in public service if you have 
the talent to give.”#”7 When Ed Meese got a telephone call in De- 
cember 1966 inviting him to interview for a job with the governor- 
elect, he recalls, “I was not particularly interested.”#* He saw him- 
self as staying in his hometown and probably eventually becoming 
Alameda County district attorney. And Ursula had little desire to 
move the family, which now included six-year-old Michael, four- 
year-old Scott, and four-month-old Dana, from their comfortable 
home in Oakland. 

But Meese was curious to hear more about Reagan’s plans to 
strengthen law enforcement in California. He traveled to Sacra- 
mento, where members of Reagan’s transition team described his 
prospective duties as a legal assistant to the governor and discussed 
the post at a salary of $16,500 a year. He was still uncertain until 
he talked personally with Ronald Reagan. “I was impressed,” Meese 
remembers, “by how much he knew and how our ideas on capital 
punishment and campus disturbances complemented each other.” 
After a half hour, says Meese, “he offered me the job and I accepted 
on the spot. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that this was the man 


I wanted to work for.”#° 


Chapter II 
ASSISTING THE GOVERNOR 
tte 


Ronald Reagan governed California as if he were the chairman of 
the board of a large, a very large, corporation. If it had been a com- 
pany, California’s economy would have placed it at the top of the 
Fortune 500, second only to General Motors. Reagan persuaded 
business and professional men to give up large salaries and work in 
his administration at a considerable financial sacrifice. He relied 
upon department heads and assistants to handle the details and al- 
low him to concentrate on key issues such as cutting taxes, reducing 
wasteful spending, restoring order on the campuses, and appointing 
judges of the highest caliber. He was determined to deliver on his 
campaign promise to foster a “creative society” that would mobilize 
the full resources of all the people and “start a prairie fire that will 
sweep the nation and prove we are number one in more than size 
and crime and taxes.”5° And he did. 

When Reagan became governor in January 1967, California 
was spending a million dollars more each day than it was taking 
in. When he left office in December 1974, he turned over to his 


successor a surplus of $554 million. Under Reagan, California’s 
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bonds were upgraded to the highest possible rating —Moody’s 
Triple-A—for the first time in thirty-one years. “We exaggerate 
very little,” editorialized the San Francisco Examiner, “when we say 
that [Reagan] has saved the state from bankruptcy.”™ 

At the same time, Reagan was the biggest tax-cutter in the state’s 
history, enacting over $5.7 billion in tax relief, despite an almost $1 
billion tax increase in his first year—an increase necessitated by the 
state constitutional requirement that the budget be balanced ev- 
ery year. His measures included the first comprehensive property 
tax relief program in California history, the elimination of taxes on 
families earning less than $8,000 a year, the reduction of taxes on 
lower-to-middle wage earners, and reduction of the business inven- 
tory tax by half. “California is in good financial shape today,” stated 
the veteran legislative analyst A. Alan Post at the end of Reagan’s 
second term, “because Reagan gave it a sound tax base.” 

The size of state government, as measured by the number of em- 
ployees, was held to a near standstill. A determined Reagan resisted 
the big spenders all the way, vetoing 994 bills, with only one veto 
being overridden. “There is solid evidence,” wrote the Los Angeles 
Times, “that Reagan, particularly through his vetoes, {was} an effec- 
tive brake in keeping government spending from accelerating at an 
even more rapid rate.” In his first term, Reagan also restored use 
of the death penalty for capital crimes and provided stiffer penal- 
ties against such crimes as rape and robbery, instituted tuition at 
the state university system, and created the first state department 
of consumer affairs. He also established a cabinet system of govern- 
ment so that no important decision was made without first discuss- 
ing it in detail at a cabinet meeting and then seeking and obtaining 


consensus. His predecessor, Pat Brown, had eight agency chiefs 
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overseeing the state’s twenty-three departments; Reagan cut the 
number of agencies in half. 

To facilitate meetings, chief of staff William Clark created the 
one-page memorandum to be used by every cabinet officer and senior 
staff member. It was divided into four parts—issues, facts, discus- 
sion (pro and con), and recommendation. At first there were objec- 
tions that complicated topics could not be so drastically condensed, 
but everyone discovered that reducing his thoughts to a single page 
required him to eliminate the extraneous and present the essentials 
of an issue. In the Reagan Administration, short was beautiful, 

As he had pledged during the campaign, Governor Reagan acted 
decisively to quell campus lawlessness, tightening laws against un- 
lawful assembly, suspending state financial support of students con- 
victed of campus disturbances, and making it a crime to coerce the 
officials or teachers of any educational institution. Reagan empha- 
sized that he was not seeking to deny academic freedom to anyone 
but to protect the rights of the law-abiding majority on campus. 
“Preservation of free speech,” he said sternly, “does not justify let- 
ting beatniks and advocates of sexual orgies, drug usage and ‘filthy 
speech’ disrupt the academic community and interfere with our 
universities’ purpose of learning and research.” 

Many people contributed to Governor Reagan’s effectiveness 
and success during his eight years in Sacramento, but one person be- 
came so essential that the press teasingly referred to him as the “as- 
sistant governor.” Ed Meese, according to journalists Bob Schief- 
fer and Gary Paul Gates and other observers, “rose quickly in rank 
and prominence” because he did his work quietly and efficiently and 
treated the governor with respect.> As legal affairs secretary, he 


worked out of a tiny office and on the supposedly “narrow” issues of 
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clemency and extradition. But after every “deep discussion” among 
the governor's staff, he would ask, “Has anyone bothered to check 
the law?” In very short order, Meese was given that responsibility. 
A strong advocate of the death penalty, he urged Reagan in 1967 to 
resist public pressure to stay the execution of Aaron Mitchell, who 
had been convicted of killing a policeman. Reagan took his advice 
and later said he appreciated how Meese had stood firm in the face 
of other advisers who had recommended clemency. 

Ed Meese became the point man for the governor’s law-and-or- 
der campaign against student disorders and other acts of civil dis- 
obedience. In October 1968, while still legal secretary, he prepared a 
memo for Bill Clark stating that the “disturbances and disruptions” 
on various campuses “cannot be allowed to continue and interfere 
with the proper functioning and the educational activities of these 
institutions.”’” In the spring of 1969, following the fire bombing of 
Wheeler Hall at Berkeley, the vandalizing of a dozen buildings, and 
the discovery of fire bombs, Reagan declared a state of emergency. “I 
am duty bound,” he explained, “to make available all the force at my 
command to protect the rights of the people” — including the right 
of teachers and students “to learn without fear of violence or threat 
of violence.”* The bond between the governor and the young legal 
secretary strengthened, and in 1969, when Bill Clark was named to 
a judgeship, thirty-eight-year-old Meese replaced him as chief of 
staff—at Clark’s recommendation. “Five people wanted my job,” 
recalls Clark. “Clearly the right person was Ed." 

One of Ed Meese’s very first moves was to telephone Michael 
Deaver, Clark’s deputy, who had become one of the governor’s— 
and Nancy Reagan’s—most trusted confidants. “I can’t do this 
without you,” Deaver recalls Meese saying. When Meese asked 


Meese Family Collection 
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Meese and California Governor Ronald Reagan’s Cabinet, 1969. 


him to stay on as the number two man, Deaver agreed, and thus 
was forged a professional relationship that served Ronald Reagan 
superbly as governor and president over the next two decades. 

The new chief of staff continued Bill Clark’s practice of “round- 
tabling” issues, examining them from all points of view, before pre- 
senting them to the governor. He also understood, wrote Reagan 
biographer Lou Cannon, that Reagan wanted “tangible accom- 
plishments,” even if they fell short of conservative goals. As gov- 
ernor and as president, Reagan would accept seventy percent of 
what he asked for if he could come back later for the other thirty 
percent. Meese had “a unique ability,” Cannon confirmed, to ex- 
plain intricate issues to Reagan, avoiding legalisms and using stories 


and anecdotes to make a point just as Reagan did. Because he knew 
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what Governor Reagan wanted to accomplish and never advocated 
his own agenda, Meese could speak for him with authority. Cannon 
once referred to Meese as “Reagan’s geographer” —someone who 
drew maps of Reagan’s world and chartered courses that enabled 
the governor to reach his destination. 

Meese was also “a good in-betweener,” said Republican Robert 
Monagan, who briefly served as Assembly speaker in the Reagan 
years. “He understood the Legislature. He brought to his job an 
appreciation of government.” Echoing other legislators, Monagan 
said, “You could trust Ed Meese. You never had to worry about 
him double-dealing with you.”® As Reagan’s chief formulator of 
policy after an easy 1970 reelection, Meese was generally praised for 
his grasp of the issues, his ability to guide a problem through the po- 
litical shoals and, above all, his skills as a conciliator—firm but fair. 
“Meese was the most substantial factor,” said former Republican 
assemblyman William Bagley, “in shifting the governor’s office into 
governmental gear.” “Were [in the governor’s seat,” conceded Bob 
Moretti, the Democratic speaker of the Assembly in Reagan’s sec- 
ond term, “I would want someone like [Ed Meese} on my side.” 

In an interview with the authoritative California Journal, Meese 
described his major functions as finding the right people for posi- 
tions, setting priorities, promoting communications within the 
staff, and keeping the governor informed. “We had a lot of open 
decision making,” he explained, “to avoid having people see who 
could buttonhole the Governor last” and try to persuade him to 
accept their position. Drawing upon his coaching experience as a 
recreation leader, Meese suggested that his job was “kind of like be- 
ing the coach of a football team, and making sure that you've got 


the right person in the right position and that the right plays are 
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being called.”*+ But he stressed that the governor and not he deter- 
mined the game plan. Cognizant of the enormous power inherent in 
his position, Meese said that his personal philosophy was that “the 
more power you have potentially, the more you have an obligation 
to utilize restraint when you exercise the power.” 

Because Reagan preferred to act as “chairman of the board,” Ed 
Meese served as coordinator of the cabinet sessions, usually attend- 
ed by about twenty people. He was calm, deliberative, and humor- 
ous when necessary. Everyone was allowed to enter into the discus- 
sion, but at a certain point, Meese would say, “I think we’ve heard 
enough,” and would summarize the arguments. His crisp summaries 
invariably brought the issue at hand into focus. Sometimes Reagan 
would make a decision right then, stating, “This is our policy,” but 
often he would say, “I'd like to sleep on this. Let’s take it up at the 
next meeting.” As a result of Reagan’s preference for cabinet gov- 
ernment, everyone knew what everybody else was doing. There 
were not the mysteries and rumors that give rise to power struggles 
and internecine plotting. “Our administration, due to Ed,” Reagan 
later said, “was more free of petty jealousies and bickering than in 
anything I’ve ever seen.”® 

To get the job done, Ed Meese arrived early and left late. The 
cabinet would meet regularly for breakfast before cabinet meet- 
ings to consider the day’s agenda. “J remember one day,” he re- 
called, “[when} we got together initially at six o’clock because we 
had to have a pre-meeting before the {breakfast} meeting at sev- 
en o'clock, in order to be ready for the Cabinet meeting at eight 
o’clock, and by nine o’clock we had the thing solved.”” There 
were also after-hours cabinet meetings—in the chief of staffs of- 


fice—when each cabinet member (if he was in town) would discuss 
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whatever special problems he had had that day. Meese would take 
notes, and the following morning he would report to the governor. 
Thus was shaped a governing style in which Reagan did not involve 
himself in tactical decisions but was kept informed of the progress 
toward the policy goals of his administration. He personally and 
frequently intervened when necessary, as he did with reform of the 


state’s assistance programs. 


“NUMBER ONE” PRIORITY 


Even before Reagan had promised welfare reform in his reelection 
campaign, Meese had begun working on it. As early as September 
1968, in a cabinet-staff meeting, he argued that California should 
not allow the federal government “to tell us how or when to invoke 
{welfare} eligibility.... We should be able to develop our own proce- 
dures and not be barred from using our own methods.” On August 
4, 1970, a confidential memo drafted by Meese was sent under 
Reagan’s name to members of the governor’s cabinet and the senior 
staff. Announcing a study of the state’s public assistance and educa- 
tion programs, the memo said: “This study will place heavy empha- 
sis on the tax-payer as opposed to the tax-taker; on the truly needy 
as opposed to the lazy unemployable; on the student as opposed to 
educational frills; on basic needs as opposed to unmanageable en- 
richment programs; on measurable results as opposed to blind faith 
that an educator can do no wrong.”® 

Seeking recommendations for administrative action and leg- 
islation, the memo concluded, “I am determined to reduce these 


programs to essential services at a cost the taxpayer can afford to 
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pay. This is our NUMBER ONE priority. We must bring all our 
resources to bear on this endeavor.... If we fail, no one ever again 
will be able to try. We must succeed.” Reagan summed up his view 
about welfare in a TV debate: “I believe that the government is sup- 
posed to promote the general welfare—I don’t think it is supposed 
to provide it.”7° 

There was good reason to be alarmed about the explosive growth 
of the state welfare program, particularly Aid to Families with De- 
pendent Children (AFDC). In 1963, there were 375,000 AFDC re- 
cipients in California. When Reagan took office in 1967, the num- 
ber had doubled to 769,000. By December 1969, shortly after Ed 
Meese became executive secretary or chief of staff, the AFDC rolls 
listed 1,150,687. A year later, a month after Reagan’s reelection, 
there were 1,566,000 people on the AFDC list, nearly one out of 
every thirteen Californians. The caseload was increasing by 40,000 
a month, and Finance Director Verne Orr warned that a continu- 
ing increase of this kind would bust the budget in 1972. 

In response to the crisis and at Meese’s suggestion, Reagan formed 
the Welfare Reform Task Force that put together the program that 
transformed public welfare in California and eventually through- 
out the nation. Among the changes: penalties were stiffened for 
welfare fraud; recipients with jobs were removed from the welfare 
rolls when their outside income exceeded 150 percent of their basic 
needs; adult children were required to contribute to the support of 
their aged parents on welfare; the power of counties to make absent 
fathers pay for the support of their families was broadened; and 
able-bodied recipients were required to take job training or work 
on public works projects at least four hours a day. 


The results in California were dramatic. By September 1974, the 
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total caseload had dropped by approximately 20 percent, but ben- 
efits to those without any outside income had risen by 41 percent. 
The dollar savings in the first two years were an estimated $1 billion. 
Even Reagan’s Democratic successor, Jerry Brown (son of former 
Governor Pat Brown), was impressed, commenting, “Considering 
today’s high unemployment, it is amazing that [the Reagan welfare 
program} has kept welfare down as much as it has.”7! 

The Democratic legislature, dominated by liberals beholden to 
the welfare establishment, strongly resisted the proposed changes. 
But Reagan asked the people through a series of television and radio 
addresses to let their legislators know how they felt about reduc- 
ing the number of people on welfare but increasing the support for 
those who truly needed help. One day, Assembly Speaker Robert 
Moretti appeared at Governor Reagan’s office door and, holding 
up his hands, said, “Stop the cards and letters. I’m ready to negoti- 
ate a welfare reform act.”7 

A compromise on welfare reform was reached during five days 
of intense negotiations personally led by Reagan and Moretti, 
followed by six days of additional discussion of the details by the 
governor’s aides and state legislators. The Reagan team was led by 
Meese, state welfare director Robert Carleson, legislative liaison 
George Steffes, and James Hall, secretary of the State Health and 
Welfare Agency. But the key role, wrote Lou Cannon, was played 
by Meese, “who won the respect of the Democratic negotiators” 
as the administration official who spoke most reliably for the gov- 
ernor and who had a realistic sense of how the game of politics was 
played in Sacramento.” 

Every political administration has its accomplishments, large and 


small. Welfare reform was the most significant accomplishment of 
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the Reagan Administration with an enduring national impact. Its 
success transformed Reagan from a celebrity governor grounded in 
conservative philosophy into “a high-performing chief of state and 
a credible presidential candidate.””4 

An important by-product of the Reagan initiative was the for- 
mation of the first freedom-based public interest law organization. 
California’s entrenched welfare establishment, including legal aid 
societies and taxpayer-funded public interest law firms, fought the 
governor's changes every inch of the way. It was clear that a seri- 
ous imbalance existed in the public interest law field. In mid-1972, 
members of the Reagan welfare reform legal team began meeting 
with other Administration officials, including Ed Meese, to talk 
about a new kind of nonprofit/general purpose public interest law 
firm that would litigate in support of the free enterprise system and 
private property rights. The following January, a group of promi- 
nent Californians from each of the state’s six regions met in San 
Francisco. Ronald A. Zumbrun, a senior attorney in the state de- 
partment of public works, was asked to develop a formal proposal 
which was adopted in February. 

The new organization was incorporated as the Pacific Legal Foun- 
dation. Business leader John Simon Fluor was elected chairman of 
the board and started raising funds. Zumbrun was subsequently 
named PLF’s president and CEO. The importance of Reagan’s role 
can be seen in the fact that eleven of the first individuals to join the 
foundation’s staff had been part of the welfare reform team. Today 
there are more than thirty conservative public interest law groups 
nationwide, each motivated by a respect for the Constitution and 
opposed to the radical agenda of the liberal establishment. 


One of Reagan’s few gubernatorial defeats occurred in November 


24 To PRESERVE AND PROTECT 


1973 with his sponsorship of Proposition 1, an amendment to the 
state constitution that would have eventually placed a ceiling of sev- 
en percent on the income tax that the state could levy on its citizens. 
The amendment was drafted by Frank Walton, Reagan’s secretary of 
business and transportation, and Lewis K. Uhler, director of the state 
Office of Economic Opportunity and former Meese classmate from 
the University of California law school. Although complex and high- 
ly technical in its language, the initiative was enthusiastically favored 
by Reagan, who never met a tax he didn’t try to limit. The governor 
did his best, but fierce opposition by Democrats and special inter- 
est groups concerned about future funding combined to defeat the 
measure by a vote of 54 percent to 46 percent. Sometimes, however, 
you win by losing. Proposition 1 spawned a series of parallel efforts 
in twenty other states. With the success of Howard Jarvis’s Proposi- 
tion 13 in 1978 (just five years later) and the passage of similar laws in 
twelve other states that same year, Reagan’s initiative can be seen as 
the birth of the tax limitation movement in America.5 

There were some detractors of the Reagan record. A Los Angeles 
Times analyst wrote dismissively that Reagan had left footprints on 
the government of California that “can be swept away as easily as 
if he had walked on sand.” But Lou Cannon, the liberal journal- 
ist who covered Ronald Reagan for nearly forty years, arrived at 
a far different conclusion: “Reagan set a tone of skepticism about 
liberal, expansionist government that persists to this day in Cali- 
fornia.” From a standing start as a political novice, Reagan “mas- 
tered the intricacies of governing the nation’s most populous and 
macroscopic state.” He proved as no one had before him that it was 
possible “to succeed as governor of a major state without abandon- 


ing conservative principles.” Furthermore, wrote Cannon, Reagan 
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carried his doctrine of limited government “to the national politi- 
cal stage, from which he tugged the nation in a conservative direc- 
tion.””° And Ed Meese was with Ronald Reagan all the way, helping 
him to master the intricacies of governing and to perfect his unique 


blend of political success and philosophical principle. 


Chapter III 
HELPING THE CANDIDATE 
ad ec 


Between 1974 and 1980, Ronald Reagan left the governorship of 
California, launched a successful speaking and radio commentary 
career, and contested an incumbent Republican president for the 
1976 presidential nomination and almost won. He then resumed his 
speech-making and radio commentaries and laid plans for another 
try at the presidency, traveling to Western Europe to strengthen 
his foreign policy credentials. He bested six of the GOP’s best and 
brightest in 1980 for the party’s nomination and decisively won the 
general election against another incumbent president who under- 
estimated him, as had every one of his opponents since he entered 
politics. The supporting cast around Reagan expanded and con- 
tracted depending upon the demands of the moment. Because Ed 
Meese’s forte was governance and public policy rather than elec- 
toral politics, he was not as visible during these years as he had been 
in Sacramento. But he was there when needed, participating in early 
strategy sessions for the 1976 attempt and finally joining the cam- 
paign staff full time, assuming a central role in the 1980 campaign, 


and laying the foundation for what is generally regarded by politi- 
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cians and academics as the most successful presidential transition in 
modern politics. 

In May 1974, when it was uncertain whether President Nixon 
would survive Watergate, Governor Reagan discussed his presiden- 
tial prospects with advisers new and old at his Pacific Palisades home. 
Present were Meese, Lyn Nofziger, Mike Deaver, public relations 
specialist Peter Hannaford, “Kitchen Cabinet” members Holmes 
Tuttle, Justin Dart, and David Packard, and two outsiders —John 
Sears, a thirty-four-year-old campaign consultant from Washing- 
ton, D.C., and Mississippi State Republican Chairman Clarke Reed. 
Reagan listened attentively as Sears predicted Nixon would not sur- 
vive, Ford would not be able to run the country, and the way was 
open for Reagan to run for president in 1976. While many of Sears’s 
ideas were initially rejected by the Californians, according to Lou 
Cannon, he helped “plant the seeds” for the Reagan challenge to 
President Ford—and wound up directing the challenge.” 

But in the spring of 1974, a cautious Reagan adopted a wait-and- 
see attitude that was endorsed by his advisers, including Meese. In 
the meantime, after nearly eight years of 12-hour days serving the 
governor of the most populous state in the country, Ed Meese de- 
cided to try something different: he became vice president for ad- 
ministration of Rohr Industries, an aerospace and transportation 
company based in Chula Vista, just outside San Diego. He liked 
the company and its chairman, Burt F. Raynes, the pay was good, 
and there was never any snow in San Diego. Reagan sent him on his 
way with a hearty slap on the back, remarking, “Ed Meese deserves 
much of the credit for this administration’s successes.””* 

But Meese soon discovered that he was not a corporate person. 


He had turned down the possibility of a judgeship and a full-time 


28 To PRESERVE AND PROTECT 


partnership in a law firm for the same reason—they were too con- 
fining. He was at his best when he was keeping a dozen balls in the 
air at the same time. “He liked the Rohr people,” recalls Ursula 
Meese, “but it was not a good fit.””? Knowing he would be happier 
out on his own, Meese left Rohr in May 1976 to return to private 
law practice, affiliating with Knutson, Tobin, Meyer and Shannon, 
based in La Mesa outside San Diego. 

His first “client” was Ronald Reagan, who was trying to wrest the 
Republican presidential nomination from President Ford. Meese 
had stayed in contact with Mike Deaver, Pete Hannaford, Lyn 
Nofziger, and Richard Wirthlin throughout 1975 and into 1976. 
They usually met over breakfast to discuss political developments 
and how to answer arguments such as, “The GOP’s only chance to 
keep the White House in 1976 is to rally behind Ford as the incum- 
bent.” Another frequent topic was the growing number of “name” 
Californians who had supported Reagan in the past but who were 
now coming out for Ford. “We agreed,” recalled Hannaford, “that 
the tactic was transparent and would not work.” In fact, the attempt 
to discourage Reagan from running by suggesting that his friends 
were deserting him “had the opposite effect.”*° 

A key factor in Reagan’s decision was President Ford's refusal 
to meet with famed Russian dissident and author Alexander Sol- 
zhenitsyn. Reagan made it clear that if he had been president he 
would have been honored to sit down with the famed survivor and 
chronicler of the Gulag Archipelago. Announcing his candidacy in 
November 1975, Reagan was established as an early favorite to win 
the New Hampshire primary. But he lost it, albeit narrowly, when 
his overly protective campaign manager John Sears pulled him 


out of the state the weekend before primary day. Ford rode New 
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Hampshire’s momentum to win GOP primaries in Massachusetts, 
Vermont, Illinois (Reagan’s native state), and Florida. If Reagan 
also lost North Carolina, almost every observer agreed, he would 
probably fade from national prominence like so many other prom- 
ising candidates in American politics. 

Drawing on inner reserves of strength and faith, Reagan went on 
the offensive against Ford’s detentist foreign policy and its prin- 
cipal architect, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. With consid- 
erable help from Senator Jesse Helms, who loaned his state orga- 
nization to the Reagan campaign, and after two weeks of nonstop 
barnstorming in the Tarheel State, Reagan upset Ford by 53 to 46 
percent. The nature of the nomination race was fundamentally al- 
tered. Like two heavyweights standing in the middle of the ring and 
trading their best punches, Reagan and Ford each won key prima- 
ries in the following months. 

By mid-July, when Ed Meese had formally joined the Reagan 
campaign, the delegate count was extraordinarily close: Ford led 
with just under 1,100 delegates while Reagan closely trailed with 
1,000. The media played up the horserace nature of the contest, but 
something more important was occurring —a seismic shift in Amer- 
ican politics. Former Democrat Reagan was forging a new majority 
of Republicans, Democrats, and Independents under the Repub- 
lican banner. A special target was the George Wallace Democrats 
to whom Reagan offered something to vote for rather than against. 
Both Reagan and outsider Democrat Jimmy Carter were doing 
well, wrote analyst Richard Whalen, because they were “perceived 
as unsullied by Watergate, untainted by Vietnam, and uncorrupted 
by a Washington system that isn’t working.”* 

Ina calculated last-minute attempt to gain uncommitted delegates, 
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Sears persuaded Reagan to name moderate Senator Richard Sch- 
weiker of Pennsylvania as his running mate. Seemingly disparate in 
their political philosophy, Reagan and Schweiker had much in com- 
mon. Both were strongly anti-abortion and shared many of the same 
concerns about the decline of the family and the community. Al- 
though the Schweiker gambit failed to move delegates into the Rea- 
gan column, the final roll call of delegates for the presidential nomina- 
tion was astonishingly close—1,187 for Ford, 1,070 for Reagan. Some 
conservatives criticized Reagan’s selection of Schweiker as blatantly 
political, but Meese and other members of the governor’s inner circle 
agreed that it kept the Republican National Convention from being 
“a cut-and-dried coronation” of Ford.” 

Meese, Pete Hannaford, and Martin Anderson worked hard dur- 
ing meetings of the Platform Committee to ensure that the plat- 
form was consistent with Reagan’s views and stated positions. They 
came up with the thematic statement “Morality in Foreign Policy” 
to serve as a preamble to the foreign policy section of the platform 
and to emphasize the difference between the realpolitik of Ford- 
Kissinger and Reagan’s commitment to victory in the Cold War. 
It read in part: “Ours will be a foreign policy which recognizes that 
in international negotiations we must make no undue concessions; 
that in pursuing detente we must not grant unilateral favors with 
only the hope of getting future favors in return.” Soviet leader 
Mikhail Gorbachev would have done well to read the 1976 Repub- 
lican Platform before sitting down a decade later to negotiate with 


President Reagan. 
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Nim AuseGorsOn- 


Early on the final convention day, Reagan addressed his disappoint- 
ed supporters, many of them weeping, and urged them not to give 
up their ideals. Millions of Americans, he said, “want what you want 
... a shining city on a hill.” “We lost,” he acknowledged, “but the 
cause — the cause goes on.” And then he added a couple of lines from 
an old English ballad, “I'll lay me down and bleed awhile; though I 
am wounded, I am not slain. I shall rise and fight again.”*+ Reagan’s 
recovery was rapid, helped by the electric response of the delegates, 
and a national television audience that evening, to a brief impromp- 
tu speech in which he outlined some of the goals he would have pur- 
sued as president. “Beautiful, just beautiful,” Vice President Nelson 
Rockefeller was heard to say as he grasped Reagan’s hand.’ 

At an early September luncheon meeting at his home in Pacific 
Palisades, Reagan discussed the future with Meese, Sears, Wirthlin, 
Hannaford, Deaver, and other advisers, including the issues he ex- 
pected to raise in 1977. He spoke of the “victory” of the conserva- 
tive platform adopted at Kansas City and said he would campaign 
for the GOP ticket that fall “without accommodating Ford on is- 
sues on which they disagreed.”®* Despite the complaints of the Ford 
people that Reagan did not do enough, he campaigned vigorously 
in twenty states for the president and other Republican candidates. 
And he was greeted with unusual enthusiasm wherever he went. 
Hotel staffs would line up to say goodbye when he checked out. 
Off-duty policemen would volunteer to serve as his escort. People 
constantly implored him: “Governor, you have to run again.” Mike 
Deaver, who accompanied Reagan on his travels that fall, told Peter 


Hannaford: “There’s something remarkable going on out there.”” 
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Following Ford’s disappointing loss to Carter, Ronald Reagan be- 
gan preparing to run again for the presidency. He formed a political 
action committee, Citizens for the Republic, financed by $1 million 
left over from his try for the Republican presidential nomination. A 
Gallup Poll found that he was known by nine of ten Americans and 
was their first choice to be the GOP’s 1980 nominee. In a three-hour 
meeting with national security expert Richard V. Allen, he outlined 
his view of the Cold War, based on a simple proposition: “We win 
and they lose.”®® He burnished his foreign policy credentials with 
trips to London, Berlin, and Paris, where he met political leaders 
such as Margaret Thatcher and Helmut Kohl. He approved Martin 
Anderson’s plan to form a national network of issue task forces. By 
Election Day 1980, the Reagan campaign had signed up 461 experts 
for forty-eight different task forces, including such policy heavy- 
weights as Milton Friedman, Alan Greenspan, George Shultz, and 
Jeane Kirkpatrick. 

In March 1979, Senator Paul Laxalt of Nevada announced the 
formation of the “exploratory” Reagan for President Committee. 
Three years earlier, Laxalt had been a lonely Washington voice 
for Reagan—one of only two members of Congress to support the 
former California governor. This time, he was joined by a dozen 
senators and representatives and over 365 prominent Republicans 
as founding members of the committee, including former Treasury 
Secretary William Simon and former Health, Education and Wel- 
fare Secretary Caspar Weinberger. The campaign staff closely re- 
sembled the 1976 team: Paul Laxalt, national chairman; John Sears, 
director of day-to-day operations; Mike Deaver, political tactician 
and chief fundraiser; Lyn Nofziger, press secretary; Richard Wirth- 
lin, director of polling; Martin Anderson, domestic policy coordi- 
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nator; and Richard Allen, foreign policy coordinator. 

Helping but not yet full-time was Ed Meese because he was still 
teaching at the University of San Diego Law School, running the 
Center for Criminal Justice Policy and Management there, and 
practicing law. After leaving Rohr and returning to private law 
practice, Meese had reflected upon his experience as a deputy dis- 
trict attorney and chief of staff to Governor Reagan. It seemed to 
him that over the past several decades criminal justice in America 
had been turned around so that the rights of the criminals too of- 
ten took precedence over the rights of the victims. The scales of 
justice were increasingly tilted in the courtroom in favor of the de- 
fense rather than the prosecution. Redress was urgently needed. He 
believed he could help reverse this disturbing trend in law enforce- 
ment through research and education. 

With a grant from the Sarah Scaife Foundation, recalls Meese, “I 
developed a plan for a law school center for criminal justice policy 
and management.” It was envisioned that the center would pro- 
vide research “not slanted toward the defense of criminals” but to 
include the perspective of law enforcement and the prosecution. It 
would study the different aspects of criminal law and procedure, 
including the impact of the Supreme Court’s Miranda ruling on the 
ability of police to function and victims’ rights such as the right to 
appear before a judge prior to sentencing. The University of San 
Diego, a private Catholic school, approved the proposal, and from 
the fall of 1977 through January 1981, Ed Meese served as profes- 
sor of law at USD and director of the Center for Criminal Justice 
Policy and Management, while continuing to practice law. 

The Center assisted victims in obtaining legal representation, 


provided research and consultation to attorneys involved in victims’ 
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rights cases, and helped legislators and legislative committees in the 
drafting of statutes dealing with victim compensation laws. The 
Center published several studies with Americans for Effective 
Law Enforcement, run by Frank Carrington, often called “the 
founder of the victims of crime movement.” Among Carrington’s 
seminal works was Neither Cruel Nor Unusual: The Case for Capital 
Punishment, published in 1978. During this same period, Meese 
served as vice chairman of California’s Organized Crime Control 
Commission and was active in the criminal law section of the 
California Bar Association. 

USD professor Richard Huffman attended the Center’s programs 
and was impressed with its “systemic approach” to criminal justice. 
Now an associate justice of California’s Court of Appeals in San Di- 
ego, Judge Huffman says that the Center under Ed Meese gener- 
ated “valuable research” and made a “worthwhile contribution” to 
the discussion of the criminal justice/sentencing process. What im- 
pressed Huffman was Meese’s academic approach. “Actually,” Huff- 
man says, “Ed Meese is a scholar. He wanted to foster debate and he 
enjoyed engaging in scholarly debate. He was not an ideologue.”°° 

In November 1979, when Reagan formally became a candidate 
for the Republican presidential nomination, Ed Meese went from 
part to almost full-time in the campaign, and found himself in the 
middle of a fierce struggle for power between John Sears and nearly 
everyone else. Unwilling to share authority (particularly with Cali- 
fornians close to Reagan) and convinced that Reagan needed him 
and his political expertise more than anyone else, Sears maneu- 
vered the dismissal of Lyn Nofziger; deliberately alienated Martin 
Anderson by setting up a parallel policy development operation 
in Washington, D.C.; and told Reagan he had to choose between 
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him and Mike Deaver. Knowing how much Reagan disliked mak- 
ing personnel decisions, and for the good of the campaign, Deaver 
resigned, over Reagan’s protest. 

Meese bluntly told Reagan he had made “a serious mistake” in 
letting Deaver go and even suggested, according to Lou Cannon, 
that the candidate didn’t understand what was happening in his 
campaign.” In truth, because of his success over the years as a ne- 
gotiator, Reagan believed he could reconcile any serious differences 
among the leadership of his team. But Sears made that impossible. 
Far from being upset by his bluntness, Meese remembers, “the 
governor and Nancy asked me to take a greater role.”® He agreed, 
promising to come aboard full-time in January, and making himself 
the next target for the political insider from the East who thought 


he was irreplaceable. 


LEAVING THE ROSE GARDEN 


When Sears began pressing Reagan to get rid of Meese for sup- 
posed incompetence—some position papers had allegedly not been 
produced on time—and suggested Bill Clark, his former chief of 
staff, as Meese’s replacement, Reagan had enough. Confronting 
Sears, he said: “You got Deaver, but by God, you're not going to get 
Ed Meese!” In truth, Reagan and Sears had never connected. “He 
never looks me in the eye,” complained Reagan, “he looks me in the 
tie.” Reagan’s decision to fire Sears was compounded by his unex- 
pected if narrow loss to George H.W. Bush in the lowa caucuses— 
after following an above the fray strategy laid down by Sears. Lyn 
Nofziger pointedly commented: “If you're going to follow a Rose 
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Garden strategy, you better be sure you have a Rose Garden.” 

Poor morale and constant bickering were not the only problems 
created by Sears. As Reagan pointed out in his autobiography, the 
campaign had been spending so furiously—some $13 million of the 
primary allowance of $17 million had been expended or commit- 
ted by lowa—that “we were in danger of exceeding limits estab- 
lished by federal election laws.” Demonstrating he could fire and 
hire when he had to, Reagan decided to make the change at the top 
before the New Hampshire results were in. “If I lost and then fired 
Sears,” wrote Reagan, “people could say I was trying to make him 
the scapegoat for my loss, and I didn’t want that to happen.” 

But Reagan was determined to win in New Hampshire. He barn- 
stormed all over the Granite State by bus for almost three weeks and 
debated Bush not once but twice, besting him both times. Gerald 
Carmen, the former chairman of the state Republican Party, built 
a network of Reagan volunteers, including members of single-issue 
groups like right-to-life and anti-gun control groups, and directed 
it from a crowded, chaotic office in downtown Manchester. Lib- 
eral columnist Mark Shields, contrasting Carmen’s working-class 
background with the upscale past of Bush manager Susan McLane, 
suggested that the race was “between Schlitz and sherry, between 
citizenship papers and collected papers, between night school and 
graduate school.” 

In the early afternoon of primary day, Reagan called in John Sears 
and his assistants and asked them to resign—which they did—and 
then named as his new campaign director Wall Streeter William 
J. Casey, who had been doing some consulting for the campaign. 
Ed Meese became chief of staff in charge of day-to-day campaign 
operations. Reagan took Richard Wirthlin aside and said to him, 
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“Dick, I'd like you to be in charge of strategy from here on out.” 
Ina sense, the campaign triumvirate of Casey, Meese, and Wirthlin 
anticipated the White House troika of Reagan’s first presidential 
term. Furthermore, and in short order, Mike Deaver, Lyn Nofziger, 
and Martin Anderson rejoined the Reagan campaign. Those who 
knew what Ronald Reagan wanted and were committed to his agen- 
da, not their own, were back. “The key to a Reagan victory,” Mike 
Deaver later wrote, “would not be found around a green velvet ta- 
ble in a smoke-filled room; it would be found at the campaign rally 
and the debate lectern and in the television studio where Reagan 
could look voters in the eye and tell them why he’s the right man for 
the job.”*” Aided by Verne Orr, the former California state finance 
director whom Meese had installed in the Los Angeles office, Bill 
Casey quickly restored the campaign to fiscal solvency. 

The political momentum shifted sharply. Howard Baker, John 
Connally, Bob Dole, Phil Crane, and John Anderson soon withdrew 
from the Republican nomination race. Reagan kept beating Bush in 
primary after primary until in late May, Bush at last conceded the 
1980 Republican nomination to Reagan. Bush’s decision was realis- 
tic and politic: he was widely mentioned as a possible running mate 
for Reagan. 

When CBS’s Mike Wallace asked Reagan in a television inter- 
view whether it wasn’t “arrogant” of him to want to take over the 
direction of “the greatest superpower in the world,” the candidate 
replied calmly, “I find myself very conscious of the size and difficul- 
ty of the undertaking.” But bear in mind, he added, that in seeking 
the office he was not being politically ambitious. A skeptical Wal- 
lace asked Reagan to explain what he meant. “I’m not on any ego 


trip or glory ride,” Reagan said. “I’m running because I think there 
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is a job to do and I want to do it.” 

But first he had to beat the incumbent President Jimmy Carter. 
And some Republicans thought the best way to accomplish that 
was with a “dream ticket” of Ronald Reagan and Gerald Ford. The 
possibility was reinforced by an unexpectedly dynamic speech on 
the opening night of the Republican National Convention in De- 
troit by former President Ford, who declared, “This country means 
too much to me to comfortably sit on the park bench. So, when this 
convention fields the team for Governor Reagan, count me in.” 
In fact, the Reagan campaign had been seriously considering vice 
presidential possibilities since the spring. Dick Wirthlin had con- 
ducted lengthy in-home surveys of twenty potential running mates. 
Edward Schmults, a well-known New York lawyer and alumnus 
of the Treasury Department, had carefully vetted a dozen of the 
top-tier vice presidential candidates. A small group of five—Ronald 
and Nancy Reagan, Bill Casey, Dick Wirthlin and Ed Meese—had 
carefully and privately considered the findings. Ford was at the top 
of the list, followed by George Bush. Choosing Ford, Wirthlin later 
wrote, “would have sent a strong signal to moderate voters.”?°° 

So it was that in Detroit the two political leaders asked their aides 
to see if they could arrive at a compromise regarding the shared du- 
ties and responsibilities of a future president and a past president. 
Representing Reagan were Ed Meese, Bill Casey and Dick Wirth- 
lin; the Ford people were Henry Kissinger, Alan Greenspan, Jack 
Marsh, and Robert Barrett. The two groups met several times over 
the next two days amid increasing skepticism on the Reagan side. 
Among the conditions proposed by those negotiating for Ford 
was that the White House staff would report to President Rea- 
gan through Vice President Ford. Ford also wanted to pick the 
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secretary of state and the secretary of defense although he gener- 
ously offered Reagan a veto. But in turn Ford wanted veto rights 
on Reagan’s cabinet selections. Easily perceived in all of this was 
Kissinger’s Metternichian hand. When Meese showed the long list 
of Ford’s demands to Lyn Nofziger, the ever blunt Nofziger said, 
“He wants us to give away the store.” “Exactly,” Meese replied, “but 
we're not going to do it.” 

The dying of the dream ticket came quickly and publicly. Appear- 
ing on CBS, Ford admitted he was considering the vice presidency. 
Walter Cronkite asked Ford directly, “It’s got to be something like 
aco-presidency?” Although “co-presidency” was not his word, Ford 
did not reject it, replying, “That’s something Governor Reagan re- 
ally ought to consider.” Reagan was dismayed: No one had suggested 
there ought to be two presidents in the White House. While their 
aides continued trying to square a circle, Ford and Reagan sepa- 
rately decided at almost the same moment that it wouldn’t work. 
Meeting in Reagan’s suite on nomination night, the once and future 
presidents talked quietly for about ten minutes about the campaign 
they might have run together. “He was a gentleman,” Reagan said 
afterward about Ford. “I feel we're friends now.”! 

Eager to assert his command of the convention, Reagan tele- 
phoned a surprised George Bush and offered him second place on 
his ticket. An elated Bush responded, “I can campaign enthusiasti- 
cally for your election and your platform.” When reporters brought 
up Bush’s characterization of Reagan's supply-side theory of eco- 
nomics as “voodoo economics,” Meese quipped, “Well, he had his 


exorcism in Detroit.”'% 
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“Are YOU BETTER OFF?” 


After the convention, the Reagan for President headquarters were 
moved from near the Los Angeles airport to Arlington, Virginia, 
where Ed Meese shared an apartment with Drew Lewis, liaison 
with the Republican National Committee and a skilled political op- 
erative. Even for the seemingly tireless Meese, the days were long. 
He would breakfast with Bill Casey in Casey’s apartment at 6:30 
a.m., discussing the day’s agenda and what had happened or not 
happened the day before, and arrive at Reagan headquarters at 7:30 
a.m. He would spend the rest of the day and much of the evening 
coordinating, along with Casey, Lewis, political director William 
Timmons, and veteran politician F. Clifton White, the myriad de- 
tails of a presidential campaign, including the care and feeding of 
the candidate; communications internal and external; the distribu- 
tion of buttons, bumper stickers, and other materials; relations with 
Republican state chairmen, national committeemen and commit- 
teewomen, liaison with Republican candidates seeking reelection as 
well as those challenging Democratic incumbents; campaign spend- 
ing (there were new rules and regulations because 1980 was the first 
presidential election to be federally funded); and, most important 
of all, getting out all the vote on Election Day. With Reagan on the 
campaign plane were policy experts Martin Anderson and Dick 
Allen, personal aide Deaver, press secretary Nofziger, and the acer- 
bic but astute political tactician Stuart Spencer, who had helped 
guide Reagan to his 1966 gubernatorial victory. 

Meese had another responsibility which only a few at the very 
top were aware of— planning the transition to a Reagan administra- 


tion, with an emphasis on staffing. In April 1980, Pendleton James 
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approached his old friend Ed Meese—he had known both Ed and 
Ursula before they were married—and said he wanted to help Rea- 
gan in any way he could. Meese asked James, who had worked in 
President Nixon’s personnel office, “to start thinking about the 
transition in case they won the election.” Using primary campaign 
funds, he set James up in a small office in Los Angeles separate from 
the campaign headquarters. When Bill Casey became campaign 
director, he tried to shut down James’s operation, concerned that 
if knowledge of it leaked, Reagan would appear arrogant about his 
chances of being nominated and elected. 

But Meese had been told by Martin Anderson, among others, 
what a “shambles” the Nixon transition had been. Convinced that 
careful advance planning was the key to a successful transition, he 
set up a meeting among Reagan, Casey, James, and himself to de- 
cide the fate of the transition effort. Casey argued that it was too 
risky, James recalls. Word of what they were doing was sure to leak 
and would hurt Reagan. Meese countered that transition planning 
was too important to be shut down. “Pen,” asked Reagan, “can you 
do this without it leaking out?” “Certainly, I can,” replied James. 
“Then I agree with Ed,” said Reagan. “Go ahead.” Rather than 
accepting the advice of his campaign director, Reagan sided with 
Meese, trusting his judgment and foresight. “Ed had an uncanny 
ability to look down the road,” says James.’ 

When the Reagan headquarters was relocated to northern Vir- 
ginia in September, the transition office followed but was again set 
up in a different location, in Alexandria. “I used to meet with Pen, 
Helene von Damm, and others, sometimes for breakfast at 6:30 a.m. 
but more regularly at their office from x0 or 11 to midnight,” remem- 
bers Meese. He noted approvingly that the Reagan transition 
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team was covering all the bases, getting in touch with people who 
had been with Nixon and Ford and who were associated with think 
tanks such as The Heritage Foundation, the American Enterprise 
Institute, and the Hoover Institution, all of which were prepar- 
ing studies about the possible policies of a Reagan administration. 
Meese himself met with Charles Heatherly, the editor of Heritage’s 
mammoth 1,000-page study, Mandate for Leadership: Policy Manage- 
ment in a Conservative Administration. On one occasion, Meese gave 
a pep talk to the editors of the Heritage study, whose only compen- 
sation for their many hours of volunteer work in the evenings and on 
the weekends was pizza and beer. 

The Reagan transition team applied a set of five criteria to the 
initial list of candidates to determine who would be included in the 
short list for top administrative positions: commitment to Ronald 
Reagan’s political philosophy, integrity, toughness, competence, 
and being a team player. “If you [were} coming in to serve in this 
administration,” James explained later, “you {had to} know what 
Reagan ran on.”"°7 

Although all the national polls placed Reagan well ahead of Presi- 
dent Carter immediately following the Republican convention in 
July, the president got a sizable bump from the Democratic con- 
vention and some rhetorical mistakes by Reagan, such as his sug- 
gestion—at a national rally of evangelical Christians—that “cre- 
ationism” ought to be taught in public schools as an alternative to 
Darwin’s theory of evolution. By Labor Day, the candidates were 
about even. But as Lou Cannon put it, Carter was dogged by “the 
captivity of hostages he could not free, an economy he could not 
improve, and an opponent he could not shake.”!=8 


Reagan set about courting the blue-collar, ethnic, Catholic vote, 
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concentrating on Carter’s sorry economic record—the nation was 
being strangled by “stagflation,” double-digit inflation coupled with 
zero economic growth—and endeavoring to reassure the voters that 
he could handle the weighty duties of the presidency. “Our message, 
to traditional Democrats, “ explained Ed Meese, “was that the Re- 
publican party of traditional values and economic growth offered 
them a better prospect of effective government than did the crum- 
bling New Deal coalition.» When Carter refused to participate in 
a three-way debate with Reagan and Independent John Anderson, 
Reagan readily agreed to appear with the Republican Congressman 
turned Independent. Although one poll said that viewers believed 
Anderson had “outplayed” Reagan, a New York Times/CBS poll 
suggested that Reagan was the true beneficiary because a greater 
number of people believed that the former California governor un- 
derstood the complicated problems facing a president, had a clear 
position on the issues, offered a clear vision of where he wanted to 
lead the country, and would exercise good judgment under pres- 
sure. The poll said that Reagan now led Carter by five points. 
With two weeks left in the campaign, Reagan held a lead of about 
seven points in the popular vote and a comfortable margin in the 
electoral vote. But the Reagan organization was concerned about 
one issue over which it had no control—the fifty-two American 
hostages in Tehran. If they were freed at the eleventh hour, how 
would the public react? Would the American people be caught up 
in the euphoria of the moment and reelect Carter? Or would they 
dismiss the release as October politics and vote their pocketbooks? 
Reagan and his top advisers met in New York City, following the 
candidate’s effective appearance at the annual Alfred E. Smith Me- 


morial Dinner, to decide whether to sit on a safe but slim lead or 
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play their last card—a televised debate with Jimmy Carter. 

Bill Timmons thought the debate was too high a risk and talked 
about the superior Republican organization that would turn out 
the vote on Election Day. Dick Wirthlin said Reagan was ahead 
by almost seven points—why take a chance on losing a solid lead 
by debating a trailing candidate? Stu Spencer, who had been sug- 
gesting a debate to Reagan for some time, argued it would serve 
as a “hedge” against any October surprise, such as the release of 
the hostages. He also said that a debate would “freeze” the candi- 
dates where they were—with Reagan in the lead. Deaver, Casey, 
and Nofziger all favored the debate. Houston lawyer James Baker, 
who had joined the Reagan organization as a “senior adviser” after 
managing George Bush’s unsuccessful campaign against Reagan, 
said that Reagan had to debate or risk defeat. Meese played “his 
usual collegial role,” ensuring that the dissenting views of Wirthlin 
and Timmons were heard, but he too favored the debate."° Reagan 
followed the advice of his political strategists and his own political 
instincts and agreed to meet Carter for the highest stakes in Ameri- 
can politics—the presidency. 

On the evening of October 28, one week before Election Day, the 
two candidates stood behind specially constructed podiums on the 
stage of Cleveland’s Music Hall. The audience was an estimated 105 
million Americans. Carter was tight-lipped and rarely looked at his 
opponent. He immediately went on the attack and stayed there for 
ninety minutes, constantly describing Reagan's ideas and positions 
as “dangerous,” “disturbing,” and “radical.”™ Reagan was calm, 
cool, smiling. He patiently explained where Carter had misquoted 
or misrepresented him, much like a professor gently pointing out 
the errors of a poorly prepared student. 
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The climax of the debate and the effective end of the campaign 
came when Carter tried to link Reagan with the idea of making 
Social Security voluntary and argued that Reagan had opposed 
Medicare. (Reagan had in fact supported an alternative sponsored 
by the American Medical Association.) That familiar crooked grin 
appeared on Reagan’s face, and with a rueful shake of his head, he 
looked at Carter and said, “There you go again.” The Carter cam- 
paign of fear collapsed in an instant. In his closing remarks, Rea- 
gan looked straight into the camera and quietly asked the viewer, 
“Are you better off than you were four years ago?”"* An Associated 
Press poll found that 46 percent of those watching thought Reagan 
did the better job, with 34 percent saying Carter did. Another sur- 
vey showed that undecided voters were moving toward Reagan by 
a two-to-one margin. 

Although most of the national polls said it would be a close elec- 
tion, Reagan won by an electoral landslide and more than eight 
million in the popular vote. He carried forty-four states (the same 
number as Lyndon Johnson in his 1964 runaway victory over Barry 
Goldwater) and amassed 489 electoral votes. His total of 43.9 mil- 
lion votes was the second highest on record, behind only Richard 
Nixon’s 47.2 million in 1972. His political coattails helped the GOP 
to pick up twelve seats in the Senate, giving it majority control for 
the first time in a quarter of a century. In the House, Republicans 
registered a gain of 33 seats, almost all of them conservatives. The 
Washington Post called the Reagan victory a “tidal wave.” Pollster 
Lou Harris (John Kennedy’s favorite) described it as “stunning.” 
Former Democratic presidential candidate George McGovern said 


the voters had “abandoned American liberalism.” 
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Tue “Most EFFECTIVE [TRANSITION 


When President-elect Reagan formally appointed Ed Meese direc- 
tor of the transition, Meese was more than ready: He and Pen James 
had been preparing for the assignment for seven months. The result 
was what two knowledgeable political scientists called “the most 
carefully planned and effective [transition] in American political 
history.”"4 Even with all the advance planning, it was a massive un- 
dertaking. More than 1,000 people worked on the transition—311 
received federal funds, another 331 served for a token $1, and the 
reminder were volunteers. Despite inflation, the Reagan transition 
spent less of the taxpayers’ money than the Carter team had four 
years earlier, $1.75 million versus $1.78 million. 

The largest component of the transition was the Executive 
Branch Management division, headed by Bill Timmons, who had 
served as Reagan’s political director and had worked previously in 
the White House and the Washington political community. Tim- 
mons sent teams into seventy-three departments and government 
agencies to survey their activities and prepare a detailed briefing for 
the new appointees. Nothing was overlooked. The briefing books 
included where the office was located, how many people worked 
there, what government programs were involved, which congress- 
men and senators had oversight responsibilities for the programs, 
a detailed list of major decisions to make within the first weeks 
(or even days) after taking office in January, and any pending legal 
problems. Timmons’s reports, commented Martin Anderson, were 
the kind of “detailed dossier” that might be put together about a 
large company being considered for purchase." 


Pen James headed the second group, which dealt with presiden- 
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tial appointments. The incoming members of the cabinet were in- 
formed they could not choose the people who would work for them 
without clearing their names with the president-elect or his top 
personal aides. All key sub-cabinet appointments were treated as 
presidential appointments even when they were not. It was em- 
phasized that, with few exceptions, all incumbent political appoin- 
tees should be dismissed. “We made sure,” Ed Meese said, “that we 
cleaned out all the appointees of the past administration. We felt an 
empty office was better than to have a holdover.”"° 

To keep track of all the policy planning and research (building on 
the work of the hundreds of policy analysts who had worked during 
the campaign), Meese named Darrell Trent director of the Office 
of Policy Coordination. Trent had served as Martin Anderson’s 
deputy during the campaign, overseeing domestic policy analysis 
at the headquarters while Anderson was with candidate Reagan on 
the campaign plane. The transition effort, Meese wrote, was “aided 
greatly” by a yearlong research project of The Heritage Founda- 
tion— Mandate for Leadership. 

On Thursday evening, November 6, 1980, just two days after 
Reagan was elected the Fortieth President of the United States, 
Edwin J. Feulner, Phillip N. Truluck, and Charles Heatherly of 
Heritage personally delivered manuscript copies of Mandate (each 
numbering twenty volumes and weighing thirty pounds) to Ed 
Meese, Martin Anderson, and Richard Allen, Reagan’s national 
security adviser. The six men met in a private dining room in the 
lower lobby of the Hay-Adams Hotel, opposite the White House. 
Having visited with Heatherly and other editors, Meese had a good 
idea of what was coming, but none of the Reagan aides was prepared 


for the magnitude of Mandate. 
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Even Meese did not expect to receive more than 2,000 specific 
recommendations to move the federal government in a conserva- 
tive direction, including boosting the defense budget by $20 bil- 
lion in fiscal year 1981 and increasing it by an average of $35 billion 
over the next five years; establishing urban “enterprise zones” to 
breathe new life into the nation’s cities; reducing personal income 
tax rates by ro percent across the board; calling for line item veto 
power by the President; and developing a new strategic bomber 
by using B-1 and advanced bomber technology. President Reagan 
liked Heritage’s ideas so much he suggested that Mandate be given 
to every cabinet officer at the very first cabinet meeting. “Place a 
copy on the seat of each Cabinet member's chair,” Meese instruct- 
ed his assistant Kenneth Cribb, “so they will have to pick it up and 
neaelits 7 

A key part of the transition process was the “strategic outline of 
initial actions” prepared by Dick Wirthlin and to be implemented 
during the first 180 days of the Administration, from the inaugura- 
tion to early August when Congress usually recessed for a summer 
vacation. The outline drew in large part on an address Reagan had 
delivered in September 1980 when he proposed strictly controlling 
the rate of government spending, reducing personal income tax 
rates, revising government regulations, establishing a stable mon- 
etary policy, and following a consistent national economic policy. 
Anderson and the other economists were confident that Reagan 
could cut taxes, balance the budget, and increase domestic growth 
given the right kind of cooperation by Congress. The Wall Street 
Journal agreed, commenting that Reagan had “spelled out a pru- 
dent, gradual, responsible reordering of economic priorities.”™ 


Observers Left and Right praised the Reagan transition as superb- 
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ly conceived and implemented—another example of Ed Meese’s 
ability to do an important job well. And yet when President-elect 
Reagan selected his chief of staff, he bypassed Meese, who nearly 
everyone assumed had a lock on the job, and instead picked Jim 
Baker. Baker’s most important campaign contribution had been to 
help prepare Reagan for the television debate with Jimmy Carter. 

Widely varying reasons have been suggested as to why Reagan 
named Baker rather than Meese to be his chief aide, such as Meese’s 
alleged disorganization (the “bottomless briefcase” canard) and lack 
of Washington experience; long-standing antipathy toward Meese 
on the part of Stu Spencer, who favored Baker as did Mike Deaver; 
Nancy Reagan’s alleged distaste for Meese’s mode of dress and even 
his weight; Meese’s supposed inability to “swap Eurochat” with Pa- 
mela Harriman, the reigning Georgetown hostess, (according to 
authorized Reagan biographer Edmund Morris). 

In his autobiography, Reagan offers no explanation, but a rea- 
sonable one may be arrived at once you realize that three men—Ed 
Meese, Jim Baker, and Mike Deaver —were involved in the presi- 
dent-elect’s decision. He wished all three to serve in the White 
House and to the best of their respective abilities—Baker as the 
shrewd political operative who knew how Washington worked; 
Meese as the “conceptualizer” who could translate Reagan’s ideas 
into policies and programs better than anyone else; and Deaver as 
the director of what he called “presidential stagecraft” — framing 
effectively Reagan’s public events. Reagan had been well served by 
the triumvirate of Casey, Meese, and Wirthlin during the presi- 
dential campaign. He had read about Nixon’s White House team 
of Robert Haldeman, John Erlichman, and Henry Kissinger. The 


creation of the Baker-Meese-Deaver troika proved that Reagan 
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could make difficult and even painful decisions about personnel 
when required. 

Reagan knew that Meese would be upset and even hurt at not 
getting the top staff position. When he offered the chief of staff 
post to Baker, he remarked that Meese had been very valuable to 
him through the years, and he hoped that Baker “would be able to 
work” with him. Baker replied that he was confident he could and 
suggested that Meese be given the title of Counsellor to the Presi- 
dent with “Cabinet rank.” Reagan thought Baker’s suggestion was 
Paine idea 

When Meese and Deaver met later with the president-elect, 
Reagan told Meese that he would not be getting the top spot but 
would share responsibility for running the White House with Bak- 
er. Meese seemed stunned and later told Deaver he was not certain 
he could accept a “secondary” position.”° But once his sharp dis- 
appointment had ebbed and he had talked with Ursula, Ed Meese 
decided he had been a loyal member of the Reagan team too long 
to quit now. He remembered one of Reagan’s favorite sayings: 
“There’s no limit to what a man can do or where he can go, if he 
doesn’t mind who gets the credit.”"! Ed Meese’s willingness to be- 
come a member of the White House troika may have been the most 
selfless act of his career. 

Using a piece of standard typing paper and bureaucratic short- 
hand, Baker and Meese divided up their duties at a November 
17, 1980, meeting. The one-page memorandum listed Meese’s 
as: “Counsellor to the President for Policy (with cabinet rank); 
member Super Cabinet Executive Committee (in absence of The 
President and V-P preside over meetings); participate as a princi- 


pal in all meetings of full Cabinet; coordination and supervision of 
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responsibilities of The Secretary to the Cabinet; coordination and 
supervision of work of the Domestic Policy Studies and the Na- 
tional Security Council; with Baker coordination and supervision 
of work of OMB, CEA, CEQ, Trade Rep and S&T; participa- 
tion as a principal in all policy group meetings; attend any meeting 
which Pres attends —w/ his consent.” It was an impressive catalog 
of responsibilities. 

For his part, Baker gave up a seat in the Cabinet and the large 
corner office in the West Wing that had been Henry Kissinger’s 
to Meese, but secured control over every document intended for 
the President’s eyes as well as all presidential appointments and the 
President’s schedule. In practical terms, Meese would not be able 
to get the President to hire anyone or sign anything “unless he per- 
suaded the Chief [of Staff] first.” 

Disagreements and disputes were inevitable, along with the usual 
bureaucratic infighting by staff assistants, but if the record of the 
first four Reagan years is fairly judged, the troika worked well for 
the President, the country, and the world. That is certainly the 
judgment of its three members. “Notwithstanding the tensions 
and that we were sometimes on different sides of an issue,” says 
Jim Baker, “history will attest to the success of the troika.” When it 
came to “getting things done for the President,” like the Economic 
Recovery Tax Act, “we got them done. We operated [on the ERT A} 
with laser-like efficiency.” And, adds Baker, “we didn’t have any 
Iran-Contras.” It was a perfect but bumpy arrangement,” says Mike 
Deaver. “Ronald Reagan was well served.” Meese concurs, describ- 
ing the troika with its allocation of responsibilities as “a very good 
thing for the President.”™ 

But first Ed Meese had a job to do as director of the transition, 
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starting with cabinet selections. A group of about twenty, includ- 
ing members of the California “kitchen cabinet” and those who had 
held leadership positions in the presidential campaign, were asked 
to suggest a dozen or more candidates for each cabinet position. 
Wealthy businessman Jack Wrather, a personal friend of Reagan 
from his Hollywood years, remembered vividly a “brilliant briefing” 
that Meese conducted for him and other kitchen cabinet members 
just prior to the election. “We got lists of every single job in every 
department and. .. the significance of the job.... I’ve known Ed for 
a long time and had a lot of respect for him,” Wrather said, but in 
his analysis of the whole process he did “a monumental job.” 

Former President Nixon had suggested Alexander Haig, former 
head of NATO and his chief of staff during his last year in office, 
for secretary of state. While Haig’s record was impressive, Reagan 
did not want somebody who would use the post as a jumping-off 
point for running for president (Haig had once talked to Reagan 
about possibly seeking the presidency). Meese and another transi- 
tion leader met with Haig and had “a full and frank discussion” of his 
plans. “We were satisfied,” Meese later commented, “that he didn’t 
have another agenda—at least at that time.” When Haig insisted 
and Reagan agreed that Haig would be che foreign policy spokesman 
for the U.S. government, he accepted the position.”% 

Caspar Weinberger’s first choice had been secretary of state. 
When Haig was nominated, Weinberger, Meese’s colleague in Gov- 
ernor Reagan’s cabinet, accepted secretary of defense. Bill Casey, 
who also had been interested in State, informed Meese he would 
still accept a place in the cabinet. From the start, Reagan wanted 
Casey to be the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, a good 
fit of man and mission (Casey had served in the Office of Strategic 
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Services during World War Il). When Meese suggested elevating 
the job to cabinet rank, Reagan agreed.” For secretary of the trea- 
sury, the transition team initially considered William Simon, who 
had been Nixon’s treasury secretary, as well as Walter Wriston, the 
New York banker. They settled on Donald Regan, the chairman of 
Merrill Lynch, after Meese came away impressed after a luncheon 
meeting and proposed him for the job. Many people were involved 
in the selection process of the Reagan cabinet but first among 
equals— “President-elect Reagan’s top interim executive,” in the 
words of The Washington Post—was Ed Meese.™ 

It therefore behooved “all students of political zoology,” sug- 
gested the Post, to determine why the new president placed so 
much confidence and responsibility in a forty-nine-year-old former 
deputy district attorney from Alameda County. To begin with, 
the Post wrote, Meese “can be trusted to report objectively on staff 
recommendations.” He was “loyal, does not grab for glory, create 
turmoil or cry wolf.” He had “a quick intelligence,” able to grasp 
complicated situations. He was “a relaxing force” who, by all avail- 
able accounts, never lost his temper. 

He used what he called a “college football coach” system of man- 
agement, making the best use possible of the available personnel. 
He was fascinated by the organizational problems of constantly 
changing situations such as a political campaign or administration. 
He filled yellow legal pads with his careful notes on the myriad 
meetings he attended. He used colored pens to code complicated 
schedules and colored folders to code different subjects. 

Like his boss, Meese was six feet tall and well-groomed, prone 
to pin stripe suits and muted ties, and had a smile that was “che- 


rubic” and “disarming”—surprising in someone reputed to be an 
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organization machine. “My wife says I need management charts for 
bedtime reading,” Meese said, smiling. “That’s not really true, but 
studying management is sort of a hobby of mine.” 

Throughout the seventy days of the transition, Meese rose early 
as he always did—at 5:40 a.m.—and held his first meeting in his of- 
fice at 7. He conducted interviews and briefings for the rest of the 
day, often skipped lunch, had a late afternoon conference call with 
the president-elect in California, met at 6 p.m. with his own staff, 
and then took a last look at the mail. Even his weekends were full: 
He often appeared on Sunday morning interview programs such as 
NBC’s Meet the Press and CBS's Face the Nation. “Such a routine is 
not unknown in Washington,” acknowledged the Post, “but an at- 
tending atmosphere of calm is somewhat rarer.” “Ulcers?” Meese 
asked the reporter, laughing. “Oh, I don’t think I’ve got ulcers, no. 
I've always been able to work without internalizing the pressures.” 
“It may take Washington a little while,” said a perceptive colleague, 


“to get used to Mr. Meese.”3° Some Washingtonians never did. 


Chapter IV 
COUNSELING THE PRESIDENT 
(awe, 


Two highly visible events in the first nine months of the Reagan 
Administration alerted the nation and the world that here was a far 
different kind of president. They were the passage of the Economic 
Recovery Tax Act and the firm handling of the strike of the air 
traffic controllers. A third, highly confidential event was as conse- 
quential—a small White House meeting about missile defense. Ed 
Meese was a major participant in all of them. 

Ronald Reagan had been talking about the necessity of tax re- 
form for decades. In 1981, the top marginal rate on individual in- 
come was 70 percent, and it stifled individual initiative and, there- 
fore, national growth. The President argued that if you reduced 
tax rates and allowed people to spend or save more of what they 
earned, “they’ll be more industrious, they'll have more incentive to 
work hard, and money they earn will add fuel to the great economic 
machine that energizes our national progress.” Some economists 
called this approach, “supply-side economics.” “I call it common 
sense,” Reagan said." 

It took fireside chats with the American people, deals with 
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Counsellor to the President Edwin Meese and President Reagan’s 
first Cabinet, 1981. 


moderate “boll-weevil” Democrats in the House of Representatives, 
pep talks with exhausted aides, and recovery from an attempted 
assassination, but on August 17, 1981, President Reagan signed the 
Economic Recovery Tax Act (ERTA) into law. Newsweek called 
it a “second New Deal potentially as profound in its import as the 
first was a half century ago.” The measure cut all income tax rates 
by 25 percent over the next two years. It reduced the top income 
tax rate from 70 percent to 50 percent, indexed tax rates to offset 
the impact of inflation, and increased the tax exemption on estates 
and gifts. Reagan’s tax policies would fuel ninety-two months of 
uninterrupted economic growth—the longest economic expansion 


in peacetime to that point. 
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“The personal leadership of the President,” Meese later wrote, 
“was indispensable to the program’s success.” When the effort 
was started, concerns about lost revenue dominated Hill discus- 
sions—among House Democrats headed by Speaker Tip O'Neill 
and Senate Republicans led by Bob Dole and Peter Domenici. But 
when prophecies of defeat were brought to the White House by the 
legislative team or by Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker, the 
President always gave the same answer: “Do what is necessary to get 
the program adopted. Don’t back off. Find out what needs doing 
and do it. Period.” In addition to exercising his unquestioned com- 
munications skills, the President exhibited the needed political will 
to secure the passage of tax reform. Working through his aides and 
directly with Congress, said Meese, Ronald Reagan demonstrated 
that “behind the pleasant demeanor there was a tough and deter- 
mined man.” 

As central as ERTA was to the Reagan Administration, it was 
only one of the dozens of policies that Meese helped coordinate. 
From the President’s point of view, Meese was “a wonder,” tack- 
ling fifty projects a day and finishing forty of them. But those who 
could not get Meese’s attention because he was committed else- 
where had a different and critical opinion. Martin Anderson, who 
had previously served in the Nixon White House and had studied 
policymaking for two decades, thought he knew how to take full 
advantage of Meese’s “tremendous abilities.” He suggested his col- 
league set aside at least thirty minutes every morning to meet with 
the White House staff directly responsible for economic, foreign/ 
defense, and budget policy. Meese readily agreed, and so every day 
after the troika meeting of Baker, Meese, and Deaver and the daily 
White House staff meeting, a small group—including Anderson, 
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national security adviser Richard Allen, Edwin Harper, the deputy 
director of OMB, and George Keyworth, the President's science 
adviser —gathered in Meese’s corner office on the first floor of the 
West Wing. “Everything” from monetary policy to the Strategic 
Defense Initiative to welfare reform was discussed. The morning 
policy meeting in Meese’s office became, Anderson said, “a critical 
chokepoint for the making of all policy during the early years of the 
Reagan administration.” 

Lyn Nofziger, who served as White House political director 
during Reagan’s first year, suggests that as a result of Ed Meese’s 
so-called bottomless briefcase, “a lot of unnecessary stuff never got 
done. We were better off because of Ed’s briefcase.” But he con- 
cedes that Meese tried to do too much. “It’s a good thing Ed wasn’t 
a girl,” he jokes, “because he can’t say no if you need a favor.”34 

One of the most significant of the President’s decisions, although 
not fully appreciated at the time, was the August 1981 strike of the 
air traffic controllers. As Ed Meese wrote in his memoir, Americans 
had become accustomed to public sector union walkouts. Although 
illegal, these strikes had usually elicited little criticism, let alone 
counteraction by elected officials. Any move by the Reagan Admin- 
istration against the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organiza- 
tion (PATCO) seemed unlikely since the organization was crucial 
to the functioning of the nation’s aviation, and PATCO had been 
one of the few unions to endorse Reagan in 1980. 

But the President never hesitated. During meetings with Secre- 
tary of Transportation Drew Lewis and Ed Meese, Reagan made 
it clear that he expected the law to be enforced. Reagan never 
liked to dismiss anyone, but he gave the air traffic controllers 
forty-eight hours to go back to work, or else. Many refused, and 
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President Reagan shares a laugh with Ed Meese on Meese’s soth birthday, 
December 1981. 
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they were promptly fired and replaced. When Lewis and Meese 
met inthe White House on the crucial day before sanctions began, 
Meese later wrote, “no one doubted the commitment and support 
of the President.” After Reagan’s action, few public workers con- 
sidered striking because everyone understood that the law would 
be enforced. The firing also had “a sobering effect” on Soviet lead- 
ers who saw Reagan as a President who had to be taken seriously. 
The PATCO strike, said Sovietologist Richard Pipes, showed the 
Soviets “a man who, when aroused, will go to the limit to back up 
his principles.”35 

In the early fall of 1981, kitchen cabinet member Jacquelin Hume 
and defense specialist Karl Bendetsen spoke with Ed Meese about a 
missile defense system, a long-standing objective of President Rea- 
gan, who for years had been unhappy with America’s reliance on 
the strategic policy of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD). Meese 
also knew about the work of The Heritage Foundation and High 
Frontier, headed by former Lt. Gen. Daniel Graham, on a multi- 
satellite global ballistic missile defense system. At about the same 
time, Meese’s former Rohr Industries boss Burt F. Raynes visited 
Meese and said he had figured out that the Soviet Union was cheat- 
ing on the ABM (Anti-Ballistic Missile) Treaty. At a morning pol- 
icy meeting, Meese, Anderson and Dick Allen decided to bring to- 
gether a select group to discuss missile defense. And so on Monday, 
September 14, 1981, Ed Meese chaired the first White House dis- 
cussion of what would develop into what President Reagan called 
his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) and his critics “Star Wars.” 

Present, in addition to Meese, were Bendetsen, General Graham, 
Anderson, George Keyworth, nuclear physicist Edward Teller, and 


Edwin Thomas, Meese’s assistant. “Not only did everyone feel we 
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should pursue the idea of missile defense,” Anderson recalled, “they 
also deeply believed it could be done.” There was general agree- 
ment that a major part of a missile defense effort would “probably” 
be based in space, and that an effective missile defense effort “could 
defend not only our population and cities, but also our offensive 
nuclear missiles.” A smaller follow-up meeting took place on Octo- 
ber 12, and included Meese, Ed Thomas, Anderson, General Gra- 
ham and Bendetsen. The latter two reported growing support and 
interest in the idea from members of Congress, the National Aero- 
nautics and Space Administration, the CIA, the Air Force and the 
Department of Defense. Their status report was encouraging and 
even “glowing.”3¢ 

Meese decided it was time to go directly to the President, and 
on January 8, 1982, the informal missile defense group met with 
Reagan in the Roosevelt Room; the meeting was not listed on the 
President’s official schedule. The outside advisers included Teller, 
Bendetsen, and kitchen cabinet members Jacquelin (Jack) Hume, 
William Wilson, and Joseph Coors. Representing the White House 
were Meese, Anderson, Keyworth and William Clark, who had 
been serving as deputy secretary of state and had just been named 
the new national security adviser. Originally scheduled for fifteen 
minutes, the “animated” meeting lasted for almost an hour. Meese 
remembers the tenor of the discussion as “highly favorable,” so 
much so that Reagan directed the National Security Council staff 
to develop a proposal for a strategic defense initiative.” 

A critical turning point in the creation of SDI was a meeting 
between the President and the Joint Chiefs of Staff in December 
1982, at which Reagan asked his top military advisers, “What if ... 


we began to move away from our total reliance on offense to deter a 
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The White House 


Meese with Mrs. Anwar Sadat and First Lady Nancy Reagan, circa 1983. 


nuclear attack and moved toward a relatively greater reliance on de- 
fense?” As the President continued to press the issue, “small lights 
and bells” began to go off in the minds of the Joint Chiefs, and one 
of them later telephoned Bill Clark. “Did we just get instructions to 
take a hard look at missile defense?” “Yes,” replied Clark, and the 
Joint Chiefs had their marching orders.3° 

On March 23, 1983, President Reagan announced in a nationally 
televised address (drafted by Deputy National Security Adviser 
Robert McFarlane) that development and deployment of a com- 


prehensive antiballistic missile system would be his top defense pri- 
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ority —his “ultimate goal.” “I call upon the scientific community in 
our country,” he said, “those who gave us nuclear weapons, to turn 
their great talents now to the cause of mankind and world peace, to 
give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and 
obsolete.” SDI was immediately ridiculed as “Star Wars” by liberal 
detractors, led by Democratic Senator Edward Kennedy. The New 
York Times called the initiative “a pipe dream, a projection of fan- 
tasy into policy.” 

But the vehement protest of Soviet leader Yuri Andropov sug- 
gested that Soviet scientists regarded SDI not as a fantasy but a 
technological feat they could not match. General Vladimir Slip- 
chenko, a leading military scientist who served on the Soviet Gen- 
eral Staff, recalled that SDI put the military “in a state of fear and 
shock.” General Makhmut Gareev, who headed the department of 
strategic analysis in the Soviet Ministry of Defense, later revealed 
what he had told the Soviet general staff and the Politburo in 1983: 
“Not only could we not defeat SDI, SDI defeated all our possible 
countermeasures.”"4° More than any other strategic action he took, 
Reagan’s tenacious commitment to SDI forced the Soviet Union to 
come to the bargaining table and enabled America to win the Cold 
War without firing a shot. And the process began with a meeting in 
Ed Meese’s office. 

Like Reagan, Meese knew the value of humor in defusing the 
inevitable tension of the policymaking process. At one session the 
troika of Baker, Meese, and Deaver held with cabinet members, all 
participants, following a long debate, agreed on a paper that sum- 
marized positions Reagan would take with Third World leaders at 
a conference. But Secretary of State Alexander Haig then assert- 


ed, “I’ve got one last change to make.” According to Time, Meese 
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replied, deadpan, “No, Al, we’re not going to take out the words, 
‘The President.” Even Haig joined in the laughter. 

Although there was limited interest among other senior aides 
about social issues such as abortion and school prayer, Meese 
helped keep the social agenda alive by arranging for leaders of the 
Religious Right to meet frequently with the President and by lend- 
ing his name to the cause, as when he agreed to serve as honorary 
chairman of the Congress on the Bible in March 1982. Bill Bright of 
Campus Crusade for Christ International praised Meese for “the 
tremendous role” he was playing as Counsellor to the President and 
thanked him for agreeing to be the keynote speaker at the Congress. 
Addressing the estimated 5,000 delegates, Meese sounded more 
than a little like the President when he remarked, “Someone has 
estimated that throughout the course of history man has adopted 
over four billion laws. It seems to me, with all that effort, we haven't 
improved one iota on the Ten Commandments.” 

Meese was with President Reagan when he gave his historic June 
1982 address to the British Parliament in Westminster and predict- 
ed that Communism was headed for “the ash heap of history.” And 
he was with Reagan on his November 1983 visit to South Korea 
and the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) when the President thanked 
troops of the 2nd Infantry Division for serving on “the frontlines of 
freedom.” He recalled the events of August 1976, when ax-wielding 
North Korean troops had crossed the DMZ and killed two U.S. 
Army officers. “Let me state for the record— and I know you feel 
the same way,” Reagan said sternly, “nothing like that better hap- 
pen again.”"8 

Meese’s years as Counsellor to the President were not an un- 


broken succession of triumphs. There were political setbacks like 


Meese Family Collection 
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Ed and Ursula Meese with Ed’s parents, Edwin Meese, Jr., and Leone Meese, 1985. 


TEFRA (the Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982), 
which President Reagan approved with the understanding that 
Congress would approve three dollars in spending cuts for every 
dollar of tax increase. The $98 billion in new taxes were immedi- 
ately implemented, but the Democratic Congress wound up cut- 
ting less than twenty-seven cents for every new tax dollar. Meese 
called TEFRA “the greatest domestic error of the Reagan admin- 
istration,” although it did leave untouched —at the White House’s 
insistence —the individual tax rate reductions of the Economic Re- 
covery and Tax Act of the previous year.’# As a result of TEFRA, 
the President learned to “trust but verify” —not only when dealing 
with the Soviets but also with Congress. 


There was the “summer of the long knives” in 1982 when Time, 
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Newsweek, The Washington Post, and other mainstream media decid- 
ed that Ed Meese had been toppled from power and was a member 
of the White House troika in name only. The Washingtonian maga- 
zine said, “Nobody knows what he does except stay on the good side 
of the President.”"** But Meese declined to play the Washington 
game. He did not leak denigrating stories about other senior aides. 
He did not take Washington columnists to lunch and gossip about 
the President. He did sit down with a few reporters and, in his direct 
but affable way, discuss the official agenda of the Reagan Adminis- 
tration. As for the stories that he was no longer “deputy president,” 
Meese told one reporter briskly that the press had exaggerated his 
role when he first arrived in Washington and that the recent stories 
about his “diminished” role were “equally untrue.”#° “His job is just 
what it’s been all along,” said White House communications chief 
David Gergen. “He’s a tremendously influential and highly valued 
adviser to the President who advises on issues across the board... 
He’s one of the men who has known {the President] so long and so 
well he’s become almost an alter ego of Ronald Reagan.” 

The top 3,000 presidential appointees of the Reagan Adminis- 
tration publicly demonstrated that they shared Gergen’s opinion. 
At the annual Executive Forum, held in Constitution Hall and in- 
tended to build morale throughout the Administration, each mem- 
ber of the cabinet would enter one by one to be greeted by applause. 
“The one person who always brought the house down,” Kenneth 
Cribb remembers, “was Ed Meese. It was as much of a poll of the 
administration as you could get. And it happened every time.” 

The personal parallels between the President and his Counsellor 
had long been evident. Each had a laid-back temperament but a for- 


midable work ethic. Each was eternally optimistic and always saw 
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the best in everyone. Each had a strong faith that showed itself in 
deeds as well as words. Each stuck to his principles and was not eas- 
ily moved once he had made up his mind. They were modest about 
their accomplishments and comfortable with being underestimat- 
ed. They had a subtle, almost telepathic relationship, developed by 
years of interaction. Pen James recalls a meeting in the Oval Office 
where, as usual, Meese sat opposite Reagan so that he had direct 
eye contact with him. “Once,” James remembers, “when they were 
discussing a key point, Ed lifted his head, and the President caught 
his eye, and Ed nodded ever so slightly. It was clear to me that Rea- 
gan was wondering what Ed thought. I marveled at the chemistry,” 
James says. 

They differed in that Ronald Reagan had been a movement con- 
servative since the mid-1950s, spreading the conservative gospel 
from 1954 to 1962 as General Electric’s spokesman, reading Human 
Events and National Review, |ending his name to organizations like 
Young Americans for Freedom and Fred Schwarz’s Christian Anti- 
Communism Crusade, and campaigning enthusiastically in 1964 for 
presidential candidate Barry Goldwater. 

In his early professional years, Ed Meese had been steadfastly 
apolitical. Influenced by his father’s exemplary career, Ed Meese 
regarded himself as a public servant dedicated to the public good, 
whether as a deputy district attorney or as chief of staff to a gover- 
nor. While his philosophy was generally conservative, reflecting his 
Lutheran faith, it was not Conservative. His guiding document was 
the U.S. Constitution, not The Conservative Mind. But working ev- 
ery day with Ronald Reagan can change a man. The transition from 
objective public servant to loyal Reagan aide to eloquent leader of 


the conservative movement took some fifteen years, but by 1982, 
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Ed Meese was expounding the intrinsic worth of the individual and 
the free market—while wearing an Adam Smith tie—at dozens of 
conservative meetings, large and small, across the country. 

One of Meese’s most enduring contributions to the conservative 
movement—and the American legal landscape—was his early and 
generous support of the Federalist Society. Today the Society has 
more than 200 chapters (60 for lawyers, 145 at law schools); serves 
as a recruiting source for the freedom-based public interest law 
movement; publishes the Harvard Journal of Law and Public Policy; 
and sponsors meetings and symposia featuring federal and state 
judges, journalists, law professors, and prominent lawyers. In the 
early 1980s, the Society was just an idea of three young law students 
who had known each other in college: Steven Calabresi at Yale and 
David McIntosh and Lee Lieberman at the University of Chicago. 
They joined forces with Spencer Abraham, a student at Harvard 
Law School. They received encouragement from two professors— 
Ralph Winter of Yale, now a senior judge on the Court of Appeals 
for the Second Circuit, and Antonin Scalia of Chicago, now a Su- 
preme Court Justice. 

“Ed Meese understood that ideas have consequences in law as 
well as in other areas of public policy,” says Calabresi, who served as 
a special assistant to Attorney General Meese from 1985-1987 and 
is today a professor of law at Northwestern University. “He saw 
that the Federalist Society could spread the message of the Rea- 
gan administration to the campuses,” Calabresi says. “Through his 
speeches and his appearances before Society chapters he energized 
our members to push for conservative reform.” Meese even helped 
the Federalist Society secure the ultimate speaker for its Septem- 


ber 1988 national conference—President Reagan. “Ed Meese was 
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pivotal in bringing the Federalist Society forward,” says its execu- 
tive vice president Leonard Leo, and served as “a mentor to our 
founders.” As Attorney General, he “gave ideas like original mean- 
ing legitimacy and helped build credibility for the conservative legal 
movement.” And he has continued to be involved with the Soci- 
ety, whether as a member of the Board of Visitors or as a featured 
speaker. “He truly has done whatever he could,” says president Eu- 


gene B. Meyer.’ 


A Time oF TESTING 


Ed Meese’s deeply rooted faith was tested in the extreme when his 
19-year-old son Scott, home from college, was killed in late July 
1982 in a single-car accident in northern Virginia. Meese was in San 
Francisco on official business when Lyn Nofziger awakened him in 
the middle of the night to give him, reluctantly, the terrible news. 
“He bent over and groaned deeply,” Nofziger recalls, “and then he 
straightened up and began making calls. He took charge. He had to 
because Ursula was out of the country.” Meese took the first plane 
available back to Washington, D.C. He was in his White House 
office less than five minutes when the President and Mrs. Reagan 
walked in and put their arms around him. “They literally wept with 
me,” Meese wrote later, “and consoled me at the worst time in my 
life.” “It was the only time,” says Kenneth Cribb, “I ever saw Mrs. 
Reagan in the West Wing.” Both of the Reagans attended the fu- 
neral and then invited the Meese family to use Camp David for sev- 
eral days “to get our lives back together." 


At Scott’s funeral and at the reception afterwards in their home, 
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The Meese family, 1981: Scott, Dana, Ursula, Ed, and Michael. 


Ed and Ursula Meese spent much of their time consoling fam- 
ily and friends, especially their son, Michael, a recent West Point 
graduate, and their daughter, Dana, who was living at home while 
attending a girls’ school. “Their religious faith took them through 


it,” says John Herrington. “They strengthened one another,” says 
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Pen James, remarking, “What should a marriage look like? Look at 
Ed and Ursula.» At about this time, Meese joined a Bible study 
fellowship group started by the late Herb Ellingwood, one of his 
closest friends, which included Doug Coe, coordinator of the Na- 
tional Prayer Breakfast, and General John Vessey, chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. With very few exceptions, Meese has attended 
every Tuesday morning gathering for the last two decades. 

After a week off with his family, Ed Meese was back in the White 
House and working on the President’s agenda. At the top was 
the selection of federal judges. The Administration was resolved 
that judges should be arbiters rather than policymakers. Many 
of the controversial issues confronting the nation—such as abor- 
tion, prayer in schools, pornography, busing, and leniency toward 
crime—had resulted from federal court decisions during the previ- 
ous twenty years. For the President and his advisers, the answer was 
to restore the proper role of the judiciary. Relying upon the model 
he had instituted in California, Reagan determined to choose fed- 
eral judges who respected the written Constitution and were highly 
qualified, not simply cronies of political supporters. 

At the center of the process was the Committee on Federal Ju- 
dicial Selection, formed in 1981. Chaired by White House counsel 
Fred Fielding, the committee included Ed Meese, Jim Baker, At- 
torney General William French Smith, Pen James, Assistant Attor- 
ney General for Legal Policy Jonathan Rose, and Kenneth Cribb 
(when he became Meese’s principal assistant). Complementing 
the White House committee was the Office of Legal Policy that 
Smith established in the Justice Department. Also deeply involved 
in researching candidates was Kenneth W. Starr, counselor to the 


Attorney General. The two groups looked for nominees who not 
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only received good ratings from the American Bar Association and 
could rattle off phrases like “judicial restraint” and “strict construc- 
tion” but could pass a rigorous examination about the philosophy 
underlying strict construction. The judicial candidates were not 
subjected to “political litmus questions” about abortion, the death 
penalty or anything else, but the questioning was as serious, accord- 
ing to one participant, “as for any Rhodes scholar.”? Critics alleged 
that the search for judges committed to a philosophy of “judicial 
restraint” was an attempt to “politicize” the courts. But in fact Rea- 
gan was seeking the opposite end—to de-politicize the courts so 
that they played a truly judicial role rather than, as Ed Meese put 
it, “usurping the authority of the elected branches of our constitu- 
tional system.”"4 

The President succeeded, perhaps even beyond his expecta- 
tions—thanks in large measure to Ed Meese, who played a principal 
role in judicial selection throughout the Reagan presidency, first as 
Counsellor to the President and then as Attorney General. Over 
the course of his two Administrations, Reagan appointed almost 
half of the federal judiciary —368 judges out of a total of 761 more 
than any other president in history and a higher percentage of the 
judiciary than any president except Franklin D, Roosevelt. Reagan 
also named a Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and three associ- 
ate justices. 

The qualifications of Reagan's federal judges, said political 
scientist and legal expert Sheldon Goldman of the University of 
Massachusetts, were above those of the judges appointed by his 
four predecessors—Carter, Ford, Nixon, and Johnson. Writing 
shortly after Reagan left office, Goldman concluded that Presi- 


dent Reagan would have the greatest influence on the American 
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judiciary and law of any president since FDR, leaving “a judicial 
legacy {that} will be with us well into the next century.” Apprais- 
ing that legacy fifteen years later, analyst Tony Mauro wrote in 
the Legal Times that Reagan “forever changed the judicial nomi- 
nating process.” 

Given Meese’s unique relationship with Reagan over the years 
and his extensive legal background as prosecutor, lawyer, and law 
professor, it was not surprising that when Attorney General Bill 
Smith told the President in early 1984 that he wanted to return 
to California, Reagan immediately nominated Edwin Meese II to 
succeed him as the 75th Attorney General of the United States. “Ed 
is not only my trusted Counsellor,” the President said, but a person 
“whose life and experience reflect a profound commitment to the 
law and a consistent dedication to the improvement of our justice 
system.”5° What was surprising was the vehemence of the opposi- 
tion to Ed Meese. 

Senate Democrats tied up the nomination for thirteen months, 
raising so many questions about the prospective attorney general’s 
finances and other actions (such as a gift of cufflinks from South Ko- 
rea that Meese put in his basement and promptly forgot about), that 
Meese himself requested an independent counsel (the successor to 
the “special prosecutor” of the Watergate era) to investigate the 
allegations. While it was clear that Senate liberals such as Howard 
Metzenbaum of Ohio strongly opposed Ed Meese’s law-and-order 
philosophy, his criticism of the ACLU and other sacred cows, and 
his general conservatism, their true target was President Reagan, 
engaged in a highly successful reelection campaign. Unable to defeat 
him at the polls, they hoped to damage Reagan by roughing up his 
most faithful aide and Counsellor whom they accused of “political 
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Chief Justice Warren Burger swears in Edwin Meese III as Attorney General 


of the United States, February 1985. 


back-scratching and cronyism.” The President was scornful of the 
tactic, privately writing a friend, “There is no doubt this is a lynching 
of the innocent.” Asked at a March 13, 1984, news conference wheth- 
er the American people would be able to trust Meese as Attorney 
General, Reagan replied, “I trust him more than some of the Sena- 
tors that have been raising these issues.” The President reinforced 
his commitment later that month when a reporter inquired, “Has 
[Meese] offered to step aside?” “No,” Reagan said, “and I wouldn’t 
listen if he did.” The nominee himself pledged that he would not 
seek to have his name withdrawn, explaining, “I intend to pursue the 
vindication of my name, the honor of my family, and the confidence 


of the President of the United States in nominating me.”® 
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In September 1984, Independent Counsel Jacob Stein reported 
that after an exhaustive six-month investigation involving inter- 
views with over 200 witnesses (including Ed and Ursula Meese) 
and the examination of thousands of documents, he had found “no 
basis” for prosecution against Ed Meese for any of the allegations 
against him. Among the specific findings was that although a friend 
who made loans to Ursula Meese received a government job, he had 
obtained the job “without the knowledge of (or any intervention 
by) Mr. Meese.” A savings and loan decision to extend his mort- 
gages rather than foreclosing was “sound from a business point of 
view.” Regarding his promotion in the Army, a confidential Army 
Inspector General Report stated that “not only did Mr. Meese not 
ask for special consideration in his behalf, he specifically requested 
that he not be accorded such consideration.”’® Four months after 
the release of Stein’s findings, the director of the Office of Govern- 
ment Ethics ruled that Meese had committed no ethical violations. 

Ed Meese “is one of the most decent and honorable men I've ever 
known,” said President Reagan, “so I’m not surprised by the out- 
come.” He promised that if reelected, he would resubmit Meese’s 
nomination as Attorney General in January 1985. Despite Reagan's 
landslide victory, the Democrats continued their vendetta against 
Ed Meese. At a confirmation hearing of the Senate Judiciary Com- 
mittee in February, Democrat Joseph Biden of Delaware told 
Meese—in a speech described by one newspaper as “one of the 
smarmiest, most reprehensible and self-indulgent” delivered in a 
Senate hearing room in 30 years—that while Meese had done no 
criminal wrong and he didn’t believe him to be unethical, he consid- 
ered his behavior to be “beneath the office” of Attorney General. 
Aiming as low as he could, Democrat Patrick Leahy of Vermont 
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Senator sarcastically asked the nominee, “Was there anyone who 
made loans to you since you came to Washington who didn’t re- 
ceive a job in Washington?” The Wall Street Journal correctly 
charged that the Senate Judiciary Committee’s Democrats were 
not conducting a confirmation hearing but “attempting to destroy” 
someone with whom they disagreed. They were allowing “half- 
truths and innuendo all to appear day after day as an unproven in- 
dictment.” Someone, editorialized the Journal, needed to ask, “Sir, 
have you no decency?” 

Throughout the long crucible of nomination and confirmation, 
the one man who demonstrated beyond any question his decency 
and his fortitude was Ed Meese. He never once complained, pub- 
licly or privately, about the unfair and even cruel treatment he 
received in the Senate and in the media. When those around him 
wanted to respond in kind, he refused. Such an exchange, he ex- 
plained, would only detract from what the President was seeking 
to accomplish. He later joked about the ordeal, saying, “Not such 
a bad record—nominated in February, confirmed in March." He 
never contemplated giving up because he knew he was innocent of 
any wrongdoing—because his withdrawal would be used by the 
President’s critics, and because he had an agenda he was eager to 
implement as Attorney General. Not even his most implacable op- 
ponents guessed how ambitious that agenda was. 

At last, on February 23, 1985, in a rare Saturday session, the U.S. 
Senate voted 63-31 to confirm Edwin Meese II as Attorney Gen- 
eral. “I think that politics played a very big part in what took place,” 
Meese said in his understated way, while pointing out that he had 
been approved by a two-to-one margin. “But that’s all behind us,” 


he said. “I am committed to the fair, compassionate and forward- 
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looking policies the department should have.” Without pause, 
Ed Meese set about showing what he meant by fair and compas- 
sionate, beginning with an emphasis on the rights of victims and the 
importance of according a proper respect for the original meaning 
of the Constitution. 


Ghapter: 
BRINGING JUSTICE 
TO THE PEOPLE 
aed eas 


While not the largest federal agency in Washington, the Department 
of Justice in 1985 had 72,000 employees, an annual budget of $3.6 
billion, and far-ranging responsibilities from law enforcement and 
civil rights to immigration and judicial selection. It included some 
of the best known and influential federal agencies, such as the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, the U.S. Marshals Service, the 
Federal Bureau of Prisons, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service, and the Drug Enforcement Administration. According 
to the official mission statement of the department, the Attorney 
General was expected to enforce the law and defend the interests of 
the United States, ensure public safety against threats foreign and 
domestic, provide leadership in preventing and controlling crime, 
seek just punishment for the guilty, administer and enforce the im- 
migration laws, and “ensure fair and impartial administration of 
justice for all Americans.” Even for Ed Meese, who liked to keep 
busy, it was a Herculean list. What made it even more challenging 


was that Meese remained in close and often daily contact with the 
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President as chairman of the Cabinet Council on Domestic Policy 
and an attendee of National Security Council meetings. 

While the protection of citizens from violent crime is essentially 
a function of state and local government, the federal government 
has a distinct role in it. For example, the Department of Justice un- 
der Meese and his predecessor, William French Smith, repeatedly 
tried to combat unreasonable restrictions on the use of pertinent 
evidence in criminal trials. Because of the so-called exclusionary 
rule, Meese said, the courts were throwing out “perfectly valid evi- 
dence” —such as illegal drugs or stolen property discovered in the 
possession of a suspect—if the police had made some minor pro- 
cedural error. Thus, as Justice Benjamin Cardozo once put it, “the 
criminal is to go free because the constable has blundered.” The 
proper way to ensure good procedure by the police, Meese argued, 
was to discipline those law enforcement people who violated the 
law—”not bar the use of evidence that would help determine the 
truth.” Also, the Meese Justice Department argued for tougher 
and more effective sentencing of recidivist criminals responsible for 
much of the nation’s crime and pushed for the construction of ad- 
ditional prison space so that convicted criminals could be isolated 
from society. 

Some observers say that the Reagan Administration brought 
about a fundamental change in the criminal justice system through 
its emphasis on the rights of victims—a longtime concern of Ed 
Meese. As Counsellor to the President, he pushed hard to establish 
the President’s Task Force on Victims of Crime, headed by Assis- 
tant Attorney General Lois Haight (Herrington), who, like Meese, 
had been a deputy district attorney in Alameda County. Follow- 


ing the task force’s recommendations, Congress passed the Federal 
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Ed and Ursula Meese join President Reagan 


for a Thanksgiving holiday, circa 1981. 


Victim/Witness Protection Act of 1982 and the Victims of Crime 
Assistance Act of 1984. “Victims now have the right to be present 
and speak when judges pass sentence,” says Haight, who has been a 
California state judge since 1993. That was not the case before Rea- 
gan was elected president. “Ed was extremely supportive of our task 
force,” she adds. “I briefed the cabinet twice on victims of crime.” 

During the 1980s, no issue of law enforcement prompted greater 
concern than drug abuse, the accompanying toll in crime and death, 
and the ruined lives of the addicted. Both in the White House and 
the Justice Department, said Meese, “we conducted an all-out of- 
fensive to combat narcotics trafficking and abuse.” One important 


and highly visible part of the effort was Nancy Reagan's “Just Say 


The White House 
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No To Drugs” campaign. The President adopted a “zero toler- 
ance” policy toward all drugs, enabling Justice to emphasize that 
marijuana was not only illegal and harmful in itself but also a “gate- 
way” drug that often led to other forms of drug abuse. The estab- 
lishment of drug-free schools and workplaces was encouraged and, 
at the same time, the number of drug treatment and rehabilitation 
facilities was expanded. 

Cooperative actions with the governments of drug-producing 
countries such as Bolivia and Colombia were undertaken while in- 
terdictionalong the U.S. borders was dramatically stepped up. “One 
of our most effective weapons against drug traffickers,” Meese said, 
“was to confiscate the assets of their criminal activity” such as auto- 
mobiles, yachts, homes, and businesses."® Helping to coordinate all 
these activities was the cabinet-level National Drug Policy Board, 
which Meese chaired. 

As a result of the Reagan Administration’s firm stand against 
drugs, the annual use of any illicit drug by high school seniors 
dropped from 54 percent in 1979 to 29 percent in 1991, a decrease 
of over 45 percent. Annual use among college students from 1980 
to 1991 fell over 48 percent. The 1991 statistics showed that 90 per- 
cent of high school seniors disapproved of even trying LSD, barbi- 
turates, cocaine, or heroin, while nearly 70 percent disapproved of 
trying marijuana—a sharp break from the experimental attitudes 
shaped by the permissive drug culture of the 1960s. 

The Reagan Administration also initiated a major effort to com- 
bat both international and domestic terrorism. Civil libertarians in- 
sisted that law enforcement officials could move against the actions 
of terrorists only after they had happened. One group that benefit- 
ed from this utopian view was the Weather Underground, which in 
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the 1960s had been involved in riots, bombings, bank robberies, and 
other acts of terrorism. To prevent further violence, FBI agents in- 
tercepted telephone messages of a known Weather Underground 
contact by entering the premises of the group. Two agents of the 
FBI were accused of violating the civil liberties of the terrorists, in- 
dicted, and convicted by the Carter Justice Department. 

To Ed Meese and President Reagan, this was “an unconscionable 
perversion of the justice process,” and at Meese’s suggestion, Rea- 
gan granted a presidential pardon to agents Mark Felt and Edward 
Miller. Reagan’s forthright action sent an unequivocal message that 
America had a chief executive and an administration that would 
“stand with the people who took on the difficult and often dangerous 
task of defending society from violent criminals and revolutionar- 
ies,” while at the same time “protecting our basic liberties.”"” It was 
a message that Ed Meese reinforced throughout his tenure as At- 
torney General through direct contact with police executives, sher- 
iffs, and district attorneys around the nation. As with street crime 
and drugs, the Reagan Administration effectively deterred terror- 
ism: The number of terrorist incidents in the U.S. dropped from 
112 in 1977 to just seven in 1985 and eight in 1986. In 1985 alone, the 
FBI detected and prevented twenty-three terrorist missions within 
America’s borders without violating anyone’s civil liberties. 

Near the end of his first term, President Reagan met with a group 
of religious leaders and child welfare experts who explained that “a 
flood of obscene material was sweeping across the nation” and af- 
fecting in particular the nation’s young people." Deeply disturbed 
by what he heard, the President asked Attorney General Smith to 
appoint a Commission on Pornography to examine the problem 


and recommend how law enforcement agencies and others should 
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deal with it. Shortly after he became Attorney General, Meese 
formally appointed the Commission and charged its members to 
provide the President, the executive branch, and Congress with a 
comprehensive evaluation. 

A year later, the Commission delivered its disturbing report: (1) 
Obscene materials and child pornography were pervasive through- 
out America’s communities. (2) Pornography was causing extensive 
social harm, especially among the young. (3) There were close ties 
between the obscenity industry and organized crime. (4) Very little 
law enforcement action was being taken against the sale and dis- 
tribution of obscene materials because they were not regarded as 
serious offenses when compared with street crime and drugs. The 
Meese Justice Department immediately began implementing the 
Commission’s recommendations, starting with the creation of the 
Obscenity Enforcement Unit in the Criminal Division. Legislation 
was written to present to Congress. Model statutes were developed 
for the states. As a result, there was a sharp increase in investiga- 
tions and prosecutions of obscenity and child pornography offenses 
at the federal and state levels, along with greater public awareness 
of the grave social harm caused by pornography. 

In the field of civil rights, the President was adamant that the ad- 
ministration crack down on hate crime, discrimination, and orga- 
nized bigotry. The Meese Justice Department, with the President’s 
concurrence, insisted that justice should be administered impar- 
tially without reference to skin color, gender, religion, or ethnic 
origin. Ironically, this color-blind civil rights policy, endorsed by 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and other civil rights leaders of the 1950s 
and 1960s, was opposed by civil rights advocates of the 1970s and 
1980s. They insisted that skin color and other attributes should be 
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the basis for special treatment of certain citizens. “This was the es- 
sence,” Meese wrote, “of various ‘affirmative action, quota, minor- 
ity-set-aside, and other schemes.” The impact of such practices as 
school busing on authentic civil rights was devastating. In a society 
that was allegedly color-blind and impartial in dealing with all its 
citizens, Meese pointed out, people were singled out for different 
treatment “precisely because of their color or ethnic origin,” while 
others were turned away because of theirs.!° 

The Reagan Administration emphatically disagreed with this 
violation of two basic principles of a free society. All people should 
be treated equally under the law, and advancement should be based 
on merit, rather than racial, ethnic, or other distinctions. The po- 
sition provoked bitter controversy between the Administration 


and the civil rights establishment, but neither Reagan nor Meese 


backed down. 


THE GREAT DEBATE 


At the core of President Reagan's concept of limited government 
and American freedom was the original Constitution which, in the 
view of the President and advisers like Ed Meese, provided the in- 
dispensable political framework for a free society. In Reagan’s view, 
as political scientist Andrew E. Busch put it, the Constitution was 
a living document but could only remain so “if its meaning was pre- 
dictable from day to day.” The President quoted Madison: “{If] the 
sense in which the Constitution was accepted and ratified by the 
nation is not the guide to expounding it, there can be no security for 


a faithful exercise of its powers.”"”° Accordingly, Attorney General 
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Meese set about crafting an ambitious agenda for legal reform and 
judicial selection based upon the Constitution of 1787. 

In aspeech to the American Bar Association in July 1985, just five 
months after taking office as Attorney General, Meese asserted that 
the Supreme Court had engaged in too much policymaking in its 
latest term and showed too little “deference to what the Constitu- 
tion—its text and intonation—may demand.” It was fair to con- 
clude, he said, that far too many of the Court's opinions were “more 
policy choices than articulations of long-term constitutional prin- 
ciples.” The high court, Meese said, should employ a “Jurisprudence 
of Original Intention” —a return to the intent of the authors of the 
Constitution and the Bill of Rights.” One analyst said that Meese 
was the first Attorney General since Robert Jackson under Frank- 
lin Roosevelt to enter into the debate as to how the Constitution 
ought to be interpreted and to recognize that “there is a central role 
for the executive branch in shaping the form of jurisprudence.” 

A week later, the Department of Justice filed a “friend of the 
court” brief with the Supreme Court asking that the 1973 Roe v. 
Wade decision legalizing abortion on demand be overturned. And in 
a speech to the Knights of Columbus, the largest Catholic lay group 
in America, Meese argued that it “begs credulity” that American 
values cannot be “religious in nature.” By removing from public 
education and discourse all references to traditional religion and 
substituting the morality of the cult of self, he warned, “we run the 
risk of subordinating all other religions to a new secular religion 
which is a far cry from the traditional values ... which underlie the 
American people.” 

The reactions of the proponents of a “living constitution” ranged 


from incredulous to furious. They protested that the Meese Justice 
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Department was engaging in a “badly disguised attempt” to limit 
the constitutional rights of minorities. They hailed Associate Jus- 
tice William J. Brennan, Jr., when he publicly described the consti- 
tutional views endorsed by Ed Meese as “little more than arrogance 
cloaked as humility.” Vigorously defending the judicial activism he 
practiced, Brennan stressed the need to adapt the Constitution “to 
cope with current problems and current needs.”"”+ The Attorney 
General calmly responded that he welcomed Justice Brennan to the 
widening debate over the Constitution and its application. “There 
is a sense that a sea change is upon us,” commented A.E. Dick How- 
ard, a professor of law at the University of Virginia, and “Mr. Meese 
is willing to lead the charge.”"”5 

Another prominent participant in the debate was Robert Bork, 
a member of the D.C. Court of Appeals, and a former professor of 
law at Yale. “All theories that do not rest on the concept of original 
intent,” Bork argued, “are political theories.” A judge who “applies 
the morality of our time,” he said, “will end up applying his or her 
own morality. Original intent takes the values of the framers and 
applies them to today’s changing problems. It’s not easy, it’s not 
mechanical, but it’s also not impossible.” 

The Attorney General reiterated the theme of “original inten- 
tion” with a November speech to the D.C. chapter of the Federalist 
Society, saying that interpreting the Constitution's “spirit” instead 
of its words invited the danger of “seeing the Constitution as an 
empty vessel into which each generation may pour its passion and 
prejudice.” He charged that the current judicial activism was not 
faithful to the written Constitution. “An activist jurisprudence, one 
which anchors the Constitution only in the consciences of jurists,” 


he added, “is a chameleon jurisprudence, changing color and form 
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in each era.” A true approach, Meese said, “must respect the Con- 
stitution in all its parts and be faithful to the Constitution in its en- 
tirety.” He recalled the words of the late Justice Felix Frankfurter: 


{T}here is not under our Constitution a judicial remedy 
for every political mischief, for every undesirable exer- 
cise of legislative power. The framers carefully and with 
deliberate forethought refused to enthrone the judicia- 
ry. In this situation, as in others of like nature, appeal for 
relief does not belong here. Appeal must be made to an 


informed, civically militant electorate.” 


Ed Meese shocked the Left again with his October 1986 talk at 
Tulane University when he stated that a Supreme Court decision 
“does not establish ‘a supreme law of the land’ that is binding on 
all persons and parts of the government, henceforth and forever- 
more.” He was on firm ground: After all, Lincoln led a war to over- 
turn the Court's decision in Dred Scott, which said Congress could 
not stop slavery in the territories. The Attorney General said that 
there is a difference between constitutional law—the rulings of the 
Court—and the Constitution. If you don’t like something in the 
Constitution, your only recourse is an amendment. But if you don’t 
like a Court ruling, as The Wall Street Journal pointed out, “you can 
try to get the justices to reverse themselves.” And the high court 
had overruled 230 of its decisions in the first two hundred years of 
its existence. 

The officials of each branch take oaths to enforce the Constitu- 
tion. The goal, said Meese, was “to maintain the important func- 


tion of judicial review while at the same time upholding the right of 
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people to govern themselves through the democratic branches of 
government.” That is, Congress, the President, and the states are 
free to encourage the Supreme Court to reconsider its opinions. Ed 
Meese was immediately castigated by liberals such as Ira Glasser of 
the American Civil Liberties Union, who said that the Meese ad- 
dress was an “invitation to lawlessness.” The head of the American 
Bar Association harrumphed that acknowledging the power of oth- 
er branches to interpret the Constitution “shakes the foundation 
of the system.” Apparently he had forgotten what Jefferson wrote: 
The Constitution no more gives judges the “right to decide for the 
executive ... than to the executive to decide for them.” 

Liberals like Glasser conveniently overlooked what one of their 
own kind, Harvard law professor Laurence Tribe, wrote in his con- 
stitutional law textbook: “Despite the growth of federal judicial 
power, the Constitution remains a fundamentally democratic docu- 
ment, open to competing interpretations limited only by the values 
which inform the Constitution’s provisions themselves, and by the 
complex political process that the Constitution creates—a process 
which on various occasions gives the Supreme Court, Congress, the 
President, or the states, the last word in constitutional debate." 
All Attorney General Meese was suggesting was that judges respect 
the text of the Constitution and the intent of the Founders who 
wrote it. 

With the backing of the President, Meese also stressed the im- 
portance of restoring the checks and balances of the structural 
Constitution, especially the principles of federalism and separa- 
tion of powers. The Federalism Task Force, suggested by Meese, 
developed several proposals to re-limit the national government to 


its enumerated powers. The effort culminated in Executive Order 


The White House 
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Meese at the White House with President Reagan and Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger, circa 1986. 


12612 in October 1987, which required executive agencies to under- 
take “federalism assessments” before taking major actions and to 
consider ways to avoid preempting state law whenever possible. 
The President also supported the Justice Department's remark- 
able series of seminars on the Constitution. Academics, Justice of- 
ficials, and prominent lawyers discussed not a specific bill or regu- 
lation but how the Constitution applied to the entire business of 
government and how to ensure that the Constitution would become 


part of the decision-making process throughout the government. 
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“The Meese Justice Department,” says Kenneth Cribb, “became 
the brain trust of the whole administration.”*° One result of the 
brain-trusting was a series of reports—so-called blue books because 
they were bound in blue—released by the Office of Legal Policy, 
headed by Stephen J. Markman from 1985 to 1989, on constitutional 
issues such as search and seizure and religious liberty. The latter, for 
example, concluded that the original meaning of the Free Exercise 
Clause (as incorporated by the Fourteenth Amendment) is to de- 
prive “state and federal governments from forbidding or preventing 
_.. the free exercise of sincerely-held religious beliefs.” 

Another Meese initiative was the research and writing of major 
studies by the Domestic Policy Council on several of the most chal- 
lenging issues of modern America, such as welfare reform, the en- 
vironment, the family, federalism, and privatization. Becky Norton 
Dunlop, who served as director of the Cabinet office and then se- 
nior special assistant for council affairs, says that Ed Meese selected 
or appointed the people to head the task forces or working groups 
that produced the papers. She explains, “He wanted to set down 
where we had been, where we were, and where we should be go- 
ing 
strategy that emphasized community-based and state-sponsored 


182 


The welfare study outlined a new national public assistance 


projects. The family report stated that “family policy must be built 
upon a foundation of economic growth,” meaning “low marginal tax 
rates, keeping inflation under control, and resisting federal spend- 
ing that undermines ‘household prosperity.” The federalism report 
stated that constitutional federalism in America had been “eviscer- 
ated” and that the national government should adopt a “non-inter- 
vention policy regarding matters properly within the constitutional 
powers reserved to the States.” 
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Never before had any Attorney General given so much careful 
attention to the building of an intellectual foundation for the poli- 
cymakers of an administration. In so acting, Ed Meese demonstrat- 
ed that he spanned the world of ideas and the world of politics much 
as the Founders of the Republic had. “One of my heroes,” says law 
professor Steven Calabresi, “is James Madison, and Ed Meese is like 
Madison in his abiding interest not simply in ideas but in the imple- 


mentation of ideas.”"*4 


PicKING THE R1iGgHT JUDGES 


The administration’s goal in judicial selection, Ed Meese said can- 
didly, was “to institutionalize the Reagan Revolution so it can’t be 
set aside no matter what happens in future presidential elections.” 
Helping him at Justice was a brilliant, youthful brain trust that in- 
cluded T. Kenneth Cribb, Jr., Counsellor to the Attorney Gencral; 
Terry Eastland, Meese’s official spokesman; Grover Rees III, who 
coordinated the screening of judicial candidates; Garry McDowell, 
who supervised the speechwriting team; William Bradford 
Reynolds, Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights; Stephen J. 
Markman, assistant attorney general for the Office of Legal Policy; 
and John Richardson, Meese’s chief of staff. 

Attorneys general have been advising presidents on judicial se- 
lection since the 1850s, but the Meese Justice Department, in the 
words of legal scholar Sheldon Goldman, engaged in the “most sys- 
tematic judicial philosophical screening of judicial candidates ever 
scen in the nation’s history.” For the first time, all leading candi- 


dates were brought to Washington, D.C., for extensive questioning 
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by members of the Meese team. Simply put, the department sought 
judges who believed in judicial restraint and the rule of law rather 
than the rule of judges. Irrelevant were the candidate’s political ac- 
tivity or ideology, his views about controversial issues such as abor- 
tion or school prayer. Very relevant, Terry Eastland explained, 
were his views about federalism and the separation of powers, and 
his “approaches to constitutional and legal interpretation.”*° The 
Meese Justice Department also used actuarial tables in its evalua- 
tions, determined to place on the bench “younger, vigorous, more 
aggressive supporters of the administration’s judicial philosophy.” 
The goal, wrote Goldman, was to create a lasting Reagan legacy on 
the lower courts “second only to the U.S. Supreme Court.”® At 
Meese’s suggestion, President Reagan personally telephoned every 
judicial nominee, reinforcing the importance of the appointment. 
President Reagan dramatically shifted the philosophical make- 
up of the high court by appointing Associate Justices Sandra Day 
O’Connor, Antonin Scalia, and Anthony Kennedy and elevating 
William Rehnquist to Chief Justice. O'Connor, an Arizona appeals 
court judge and former state senator, was the first woman named to 
the Supreme Court. In appointing her, Reagan fulfilled a campaign 
promise. Reagan’s next Supreme Court opportunity came five 
years later. In late May or early June 1986, Kenneth Cribb recalls, 
Chief Justice Warren Burger informed Ed Meese that he would be 
resigning. Meese turned to Brad Reynolds, whom he had already 
instructed to draw up a list of possible appointees in case a vacancy 
occurred on the Court. Reynolds had assigned Justice officials to 
research in depth the background of twenty prospective justices. 
Scalia, a U.S. Court of Appeals judge, and Robert Bork, a mem- 


ber of the same court, were “hands down” the best candidates, says 
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Cribb. Meese presented both of their names to the President, who 
picked Scalia because he was eight years younger than Bork. He was 
also an Italian-American and would be the first ever of Italian an- 
cestry to sit on the Court. Meese recommended that Rehnquist, ar- 
guably the court’s most conservative member, be elevated to chief 
justice, and Reagan agreed. The President told Meese that he would 
give Bork the next vacancy. Back in his office at the Justice Depart- 
ment, Meese was openly “ecstatic” over the President’s decisions, 
and Cribb broke out the sherry for his boss and Brad Reynolds, 
toasting the President and the Supreme Court."* With Republi- 
cans in the majority, the Senate confirmed Scalia unanimously, but 
thirty-three Senate liberals led by Edward Kennedy voted against 
Rehnquist—the most votes cast against any justice or chief justice 
confirmed in the twentieth century. The anti-Rehnquist vote was 
the tip of a liberal iceberg that would sink the President's next nom- 
ination to the court. 

When Justice Lewis Powell resigned in June 1987, Ed Meese qui- 
etly reminded President Reagan of his pledge to fill the next Court 
vacancy with Robert Bork, which the President promptly did. But 
the political calculus had drastically changed. The Democrats had 
recaptured the Senate in November 1986 and now controlled the 
nomination process. The White House was preoccupied with try- 
ing to contain the political fallout of the Iran-Contra affair. And the 
Administration was unprepared for the well-organized and well-f- 
nanced campaign conducted against Bork. One analyst put the cost 
of the anti-Bork media effort at an unprecedented $15 million. 

Although the American Bar Association rated Bork “well quali- 
fied,” the ACLU bluntly called him “unfit.” Senator Kennedy, who 
led the fight against the conservative jurist, charged apocalyptically 
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that confirmation of Bork would lead to an America where women 
would have back-alley abortions, blacks would sit at segregated 
lunch counters, police would “break down citizens’ doors in mid- 
night raids,” and the doors of the federal courts would be “shut on 
the fingers of millions of citizens.” The Supreme Court correspon- 
dent of the Boston Globe, the senator’s hometown newspaper, wrote 
that Kennedy “shamelessly twisted Bork’s world view.” 

Bork’s nomination dominated the national political agenda in 
the late summer and early fall of 1987. His five days of testimony 
before the Senate Judiciary Committee were nationally televised. 
Former President Gerald Ford personally introduced the nominee 
to the committee, causing former President Jimmy Carter to send 
a letter stating his opposition. One hundred and ten witnesses ap- 
peared for and against Bork during two weeks of hearings. After the 
Democrat-controlled Judiciary Committee refused to recommend 
Bork, the Senate then voted 58 to 42 against confirmation. Shortly 
thereafter, Reagan nominated and secured Senate confirmation of 
Anthony Kennedy, a low-key moderate conservative. He selected 
Kennedy after his earlier choice, Judge Douglas Ginsburg, withdrew 
his name when it was revealed that he had smoked marijuana as a 
Harvard student and law professor (something that the FBI, in its 
background check. of Ginsburg, had inexplicably failed to uncover). 


IRAN-CONTRA 


The Iran-Contra affair had its origins in two typical impulses of 
Ronald Reagan. The first was humanitarian—to free the handful of 


America hostages held by terrorists in Lebanon. The second was ide- 
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ological—to support the anti-Communist resistance in Nicaragua 
where a Marxist regime threatened freedom in Central America. 
But exchanging arms for hostages contradicted the Administration’s 
stated policy of not giving in to the demands of terrorists or dealing 
with a state like Iran that supported terrorist groups. NSC staff- 
ers, however, believed that moderate elements in lran could help 
facilitate the release of the Americans in Lebanon, and Reagan, ea- 
ger to free Americans held captive, approved an Iranian initiative at 
the end of 1985. His cabinet split over his decision, with Attorney 
General Meese and CIA Director Casey in favor and Secretary of 
State Shultz and Defense Secretary Weinberger opposed. 

At about the same time, Congress passed a series of amendments 
denying any U.S. support either “directly or indirectly” to the Con- 
tras. Responding to the President's oft-expressed wish to help what 
he called Nicaragua’s “freedom fighters,” Administration lawyers 
decided that the National Security Council staff did not fall under 
the congressional prohibition. So the pro-Contra effort was shifted 
from the CIA to the NSC under the direction of National Secu- 
rity Adviser John Poindexter and NSC staffer Oliver North. Acting 
without the President’s knowledge, North illegally diverted profits 
from Iranian arms sales to the Contras. 

By mid-November 1986, Washington was awash with rumors 
about the Iran initiative, fueled by testimony before Congress by 
CIA Director Bill Casey and a presidential news conference during 
which Reagan said erroneously that no third country was involved 
in the transactions (Israel was in fact the middle man in the arms 
sales between the U.S. and Iran). On Friday morning, November 
21, Ed Meese met in the Oval Office with President Reagan and 


said that because nobody seemed to know the whole story, “it was 
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President Reagan and Ed Meese at the November 1986 


Jran-Contra press conference. 


important that someone do an overview’ so that the Administration 
could “give a straightforward account to the American people.” 
The President asked Meese to undertake such an inquiry, confirm- 
ing that in a crisis, Reagan turned to his trustworthy adviser. 

Meese asked Brad Reynolds and John Richardson to assemble a 
documentary record while he and Charles Cooper interviewed as 
many of the principal players as they could. “Find the truth,” Meese 
told his colleagues, “and tell the truth. There is going to be no cov- 
erup.”' In one weekend the Meese team conducted a remarkable 
fact-finding review that uncovered all the essential elements of 
Iran-Contra. The diversion of funds from the Iranian initiative to 


support the freedom fighters of Nicaragua, Meese reported, was 


Ronald Reagan Library 
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not done out of “cupidity, self-gain, or other corrupt motives.” 
Rather, public officials, angered at what they viewed as the selling 
out of brave men fighting for democracy in Central America, took 
extreme steps that damaged the Administration and “resulted in 
great harm to the individuals themselves.” As for the President’s 
culpability, every official inquiry into Iran-Contra, including spe- 
cial prosecutor Lawrence Walsh’s eight-year multi-million-dollar 
marathon, concluded the same thing: There was no credible evi- 
dence that the President authorized or was aware of the diversion 
of the profits from the Iran arms sales to assist the Contras. 

Critical lessons were learned from Iran-Contra, Meese said, and 
they were incorporated into governmental policy by President Rea- 
gan. Operations, including covert actions, should not be run out of 
the White House. Clandestine operations, especially those entail- 
ing high risk, must be reviewed frequently by the President and the 
National Security Council. When sharp differences exist between 
Congress and the executive branch over goals and policies, “hos- 
tility may cloud judgment on either side.” In such instances, said 
Meese, “good faith is needed if the national interest is to be served.” 
Finally, “the greatest threat to constitutional government and the 
liberties of the U.S. citizen,” argued Meese, “comes not from those 
involved in affairs like Iran-Contra but a congressionally-initiated 
institution—the independent counsel.°+ (Congress finally closed 
down the Office of the Independent Counsel, but not until 1999, 
after the impeachment of President Bill Clinton.) 

Ed Meese knew only too well how much the IC threatened an in- 
dividual’s liberty. In May 1987 he again became the target of a probe 
when Senator Joseph Biden and Congressman Peter Rodino (both 


Democrats) urged the appointment of an independent counsel to 
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investigate whether Meese—while serving in the White House in 
the early 1980s—had improperly received anything of value for 
asking the Army to consider a contract application of Wedtech, 
a New York City military contractor. That was the stated reason 
for demanding an investigation. The real reason was that Attor- 
ney General Edwin Meese III was the leader of a largely successful 
campaign to change the legal and even, it may be argued, the social 
culture of America. He was slaying or grievously wounding liberal 
dragons on all sides, including judicial activism, racial preferences, 
and criminals’ rights. He was the moving force behind a dramatic 
alteration in the federal courts, searching for and finding the bright- 
est conservative lawyers in the land, such as Antonin Scalia, Robert 
Bork, Richard Posner, Frank Easterbrook, Laurence Silberman, 
Alex Kozinski, and Ralph Winter. And it was his department that 
“led nearly every state to adopt tort reforms, and persuaded the Su- 
preme Court to bring back property rights.” 

He even saved the Chicago futures market from grievous and 
unnecessary government regulation. When the New York Stock 
Exchange went into free fall in mid-October 1987 —losing nearly 
23 percent of its total value on just one day, “Black Monday,” Oc- 
tober 19 — NYSE officials began blaming the Chicago futures mar- 
ket. The crash had started in Chicago, they said, and had spread 
to New York. Futures products were clearly under-regulated, they 
claimed, and ought to be brought under the Securities and Ex- 
change Commission. 

On the morning of Monday, October 19, before the markets 
opened, Attorney General Ed Meese took senior assistant Joseph 
A. Morris aside and said he was worried that the crisis might be used 


to impose draconian “emergency” regulations on the market. The 
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Meese with daughter Dana and wife Ursula, 1985. 


consequences for capital formation, the nation’s economy, and the 
well-being of ordinary Americans would be serious and long-last- 
ing. What was needed, Meese said, was time. If controls could be 
stalled and the markets left free to operate, “stabilization and a re- 
bound were sure to follow.” 

As chairman of the Cabinet Council on Domestic Policy, Meese 
had asked to see President Reagan at noon. If the President were 
persuaded that the Meese-led council was on top of the emergency, 
it and not pro-regulators would develop the Administration’s re- 


sponse. The key, Morris recalls Meese saying, was to show that the 
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market crisis should be treated as a matter of “broad domestic rather 
than of merely economic policy.” In just a few hours, a draft presi- 
dential decision document was prepared for Meese, who edited it 
and left for the White House. He returned to Justice authorized by 
President Reagan to take the lead in dealing with the market crash. 

While others were demanding controls and that the government 
do something, Morris remembers, Ed Meese remained calm and 
waited for the market to correct itself. His judgment was quickly 
confirmed. The next day, October 20, the Dow rose over 100 points 
and a day later it climbed another 187 points, pushing the Dow back 
over the 2,000 mark. Academic studies and congressional hearings 
later established that Chicago futures trading had not triggered the 
New York equities crash. Government restraint was proven to be 
the correct course. “Ed Meese was right on Black Monday, 1987,” 
says Joe Morris, “freedom works.” 

A year later, in a gargantuan 814-page report, independent coun- 
sel James McKay concluded there was “no evidence Mr. Meese had 
acted from motivation for personal gain” in the Wedtech matter 
and stated there would be no indictment. But McKay went on at 
great length to critique Ed Meese’s alleged improprieties (such as 
supporting the idea of a $1 billion Middle East pipeline that was 
never built or funded). McKay did not offer an apology for the mas- 
sive and illegal leaks, apparently from his office, that had encouraged 
partisans to post “Meese Is A Pig” posters all over Washington and 
to lob rhetorical stink bombs at Meese (“Mr. Meese has become the 
crown jewel of the sleaze factor in Reagan administration history,” 
declared one senator). 

As part of the frenzy created, the media staked out the Meese 


home in northern Virginia each morning starting at about 6 a.m. 
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One morning Meese left at 5:45 a.m., before the press arrived. 
When Ursula backed out of the Meese garage at about 8:30 a.m., 
and drove past the assembled cameras and reporters, a woman re- 
porter jumped onto her car and began pounding on the trunk, yell- 
ing, “He’s in the trunk! I know he’s in the trunk!” A shocked Ur- 
sula stopped the car, opened up the trunk, and showed her that Ed 
wasn’t there. According to Ursula, some of the reporters said, “We 
really hate doing this, but it’s our job.” 

In the middle of the year-long sleaze campaign, Ed Meese showed 
his true grit by reiterating in a national television interview that he 
would not capitulate to a “lynch mob,” “media barrages,” and “po- 
litically motivated attacks.” Through it all, the President stuck 
by his right-hand man, making a point of putting his arm around 
Meese’s shoulder in the press briefing room of the White House 
when reporters and cameras were present. On another occasion, 
when asked to comment on the allegations about the Attorney 
General, he responded, “If Ed Meese is not a good man, there are 
no good men.”?°° 

Although much of the criticism was flagrantly partisan, there 
were some notable exceptions. In the summer of 1988, shortly be- 
fore the release of the independent counsel’s report, Attorney Gen- 
eral Meese flew to Minneapolis to address the annual meeting of 
the National District Attorneys Association. He was introduced 
by Richard M. Daley, state’s attorney for Cook County, son of the 
late Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago, and a rapidly rising star of 
the Democratic Party in the Midwest. (Daley was elected mayor 
of Chicago the following year.) “It is my honor,” said Daley,” to in- 
troduce a man who is the best friend that the nation’s law enforce- 


ment agencies have ever had at the Department of Justice and is the 
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greatest Attorney General in the history of the United States. 
Daley’s liberal praise was public recognition of Ed Meese’s produc- 
tive campaign to build better relations between federal, state, and 
local law enforcement agencies, including the creation of an Office 
of Liaison Services. 

Meese had already told the President that he intended to leave 
the Administration before the end of the term. And so, saying he 
been “completely vindicated” by the McKay report, he announced 
on July 5, 1988, that he would step down as the seventy-fifth At- 
torney General of the United States. “He was a darn good attor- 
ney general,” the President told reporters after the announcement, 
adding, “I’m going to miss him.”?? In a formal statement, Reagan 
said that Ed Meese could “look back with great satisfaction” on the 
contribution he had made as Attorney General. And he stated why 
Meese had been so important to him personally: “His gift for devel- 
oping and succinctly summarizing policy options is one of the most 
unique I have encountered in my experience in government.”?% 

Even such an encomium did not satisfy the President. In his 
weekly radio address a few days later, Reagan called Ed Meese “a 
public servant of dedication and integrity, who’s been a close friend 
for over 20 years.” The President pointed out that as Attorney 
General, Meese had worked for stricter sentencing of criminals 
and greater resources for drug enforcement and to fight organized 
crime. In a system usually focused on the criminal, Reagan said, Ed 
Meese “never forgot the victims of crime or their rights.” He “led 
our effort” to appoint highly qualified federal judges who would 
crack down on crime and faithfully interpret the Constitution, said 
Reagan. Meese led the Justice Department’s aggressive defense of 


civil rights; “in fact,” said the President, “this administration has 
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achieved more convictions for civil rights violations than any pre- 
vious administration.” As for terrorism, Attorney General Meese 
“worked closely with our allies” to detect, apprehend and prosecute 
those “who wage war on innocent members of free societies.” And 
the President stressed Ed Meese’s role as a “central figure” in the 
campaign against illegal drugs in his capacity as chairman of the Na- 
tional Drug Policy Board.2°+ Few departing cabinet members have 
received such acclaim from the chief executive of the nation. 

On August, 5, 1988, shortly before he left Justice, Ed Meese was 
given a rousing going-away party by department employees who 
presented him with plaques and gifts, including a tomahawk and an 
inoperative hand grenade— presumably for defense purposes only. 
With applause echoing in his ears, he returned to his office where 
among half-packed boxes and bare walls he dealt with a few remain- 
ing items on his desk. At close to 8 p.m., the phone rang—it was the 
White House budget director checking on some of the details of the 
President's legislative package before Congress. When an aide left 
the office a little later, he looked back to see the Attorney General 


still at work. 


Chaptem | 
PRESERVING THE LEGACY 
aN 


When they leave office, most attorneys general join a prestigious 
law firm in Washington or New York City as a “rainmaker” or 
become the head of a major corporation or trade association at a 
high six-figure salary. They look forward to serving on a board or 
two, making the occasional speech, and perhaps lowering their golf 
score. Not so Ed Meese, who wants to be where he can make a dif- 
ference defending the written Constitution and bringing justice to 
the people. 

In December 1987, Senator Bob Dole spoke to the President’s 
Club of The Heritage Foundation and said something that hit Her- 
itage President Ed Feulner hard: While “we don’t know who's going 
to be in the Oval Office in January 1989,” Dole said, “we know it’s 
not going to be Ronald Reagan.” Heritage had been Reagan’s favor- 
ite think tank for eight years—could it survive without him? “We 
decided it was time,” Feulner recalled, “to return to our congressio- 
nal roots and help move policy in a conservative direction through 
the legislative branch.” At the same time, Heritage was eager to 
help preserve the Reagan legacy. 
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With a $1 million grant from the Grover M. Hermann Founda- 
tion and another $1.5 million raised by an endowment committee 
headed by Ambassador Holland H. (Holly) Coors, Heritage estab- 
lished the Ronald Reagan Chair in Public Policy in the early spring 
of 1989. It was the only Reagan chair in America formally approved 
by the former president. “We asked ourselves,” Feulner remembers: 
“Who is there to carry on the Reagan tradition and fill the Reagan 
chair?’ One name jumped out—Ed Meese.” 

“My knowledge of the experience of other think tanks,” explains 
Feulner, “was that big names—cabinet members and so forth— 
might be nice for their luster, but they tend to be prima donnas. 
They are not team players. We wanted someone who was the incar- 
nation of the Reagan spirit on issues and who could work with us as 
a member of the Heritage team.”?°” 

In June 1990, at the annual Heritage board meeting and public 
policy seminar, Edwin Meese HI was formally named The Heri- 
tage Foundation’s Ronald Reagan Fellow in Public Policy. (Meese 
had joined Heritage in 1988 as a Distinguished Fellow shortly after 
leaving Justice.) President Reagan warmly endorsed the creation 
of a Reagan Chair and its first occupant, saying, “I feel strongly 
that Heritage is the perfect place for the Reagan Chair, and I am 
very pleased to be able to salute my old friend, Ed Meese, who is 
to be commended for many years of dedicated service to our coun- 
try, and is most deserving of this special honor.” Reagan went on to 
praise the Foundation’s contributions to his Administration. “You 
[were] an invaluable resource on key issues,” Reagan said, “such 
as tax cuts, reducing government spending, SDI, supporting free- 
dom in Grenada, Nicaragua, Eastern Europe—whenever I needed 


Heritage, you were there.” Conceding that he might sound “a little 
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Meese with President Ronald Reagan and former Presidents Gerald Ford, 
Jimmy Carter, and Richard Nixon, 1981. 


mystical,” the seventy-nine-year-old statesman repeated one of his 
favorite themes: Americans “were pre-ordained to carry the torch 
of freedom for the whole world. One of the places that torch has 
burned most brightly has been at The Heritage Foundation, as it 
always will.”2° 

In an address entitled “The Reagan Legacy,” Ed Meese second- 
ed his former boss, saying that “perhaps more than any other or- 
ganization in Washington,” Heritage was instrumental in develop- 
ing the legacy. Mandate for Leadership, for example, was “the only 
document that the President asked every cabinet member to read. 
It was distributed literally on the first day of the administration.” 


Meese pointed out that Heritage contributed people as well as 


The White House 
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ideas, and it always maintained its “intellectual integrity,” serving 
as “a valuable critic” whenever government policy headed in the 
wrong direction.?° 

After mentioning the record economic expansion at home and 
the “triumph of democracy” around the world during the 1980s, 
Meese stressed the former president's spiritual legacy, starting with 
how he “restored the confidence of a nation which had been badly 
shattered.” Reagan did so by restoring Americans’ faith in “the vital 
credos of personal, political, and economic liberty.” He also provid- 
ed perspective about our history and our values such as individual 
liberty, free enterprise, and “peace through strength.” And he pro- 
vided a vision of “where America was going, where it should go, and 
how to get there.” The new Ronald Reagan Fellow assured the au- 
dience that Heritage would lead the way in the effort “to preserve, 
protect, and perpetuate the Reagan Legacy.” And to do that, Meese 
concluded, “We must affirm the principles of limited government 
and federalism that are the core of our constitutional republic.”™° 

Every officer and trustee of The Heritage Foundation agrees 
they made the right choice in Ed Meese. “Ed has been absolutely 
stellar as a team player,” Feulner says. “He has the gravitas to pull 
together people and organizations. His manifold appearances and 
speeches have influenced countless people. He is absolutely indis- 
pensable to the conservative movement.”*" Among Meese’s Heri- 
tage highlights: 

© He co-authored with Robert Moffit, the foundation’s direc- 
tor of domestic policy studies, a major 1996 study on how to win 
the war on crime, even in cities like New York. The steps: concen- 
trate available resources on high-crime areas and repeat offenders, 


get officers out from behind desks and back on the street, improve 
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recruitment and pay standards, aggressively recruit police officers 
from the military and the neighborhoods they serve, and make ev- 
ery officer—from top to bottom—responsible for reducing crime. 
Rudolph Giuliani implemented most of the above as mayor of New 
York City from 1993-2001, reducing overall crime by 57 percent 
and murder by 65 percent in the nation’s largest city. 

¢ Ed Meese emerged, in the wake of September 11, 2001, as per- 
haps the nation’s leading authority on the necessary equilibrium 
between security and liberty in the war against terrorism. Just one 
month after the terrorist attacks, he wrote, along with Kim Holmes, 
Heritage’s vice president for foreign policy, that the Bush Admin- 
istration’s anti-terrorism legislation (the USA PATRIOT Act) for 
the most part struck “the right balance between privacy and securi- 
ty.” It would update wiretapping laws to conform to changing tech- 
nologies, permit information sharing between law enforcement and 
intelligence agencies, and keep classified information from leaking 
in court. The fact is, Meese said, that “liberty depends on security 
and freedom as we know it in America depends on eliminating the 
threat of terrorism from our lives.” Americans “will never be free,” 
warned Meese, “so long as terrorists threaten our homeland.” It 
would be ironic, he said, if “an inordinate fear of losing some rights” 
denied the nation the tools it needed to stop that which “would 
doom the Constitution—the scourge of terrorism.”?” 

¢ Meese helped launch, in 2000, the Foundation’s Center for 
Legal and Judicial Studies, serving as its chairman while Heritage 
senior fellow Todd Gaziano assumed the duties of director. The 
Center conducts “moot court” sessions for lawyers who will argue 
cases before the Supreme Court and disseminates “Supreme Court 


Alerts” explaining the likely impact of Court decisions within an 


Meese Family Collection 
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ars 


The Meese Family, 2002, (clockwise from top left): Michael, Marko, Ed, Ursula, 
Brian, Dana, Alec, Allison, Rebecca, and Ramona. 


hour after they are handed down. Two years later the Center added 
former assistant independent counsel Paul Rosenzweig as senior 
legal research fellow to inventory the rapidly growing list of fed- 
eral crimes and propose how to counter the trend to criminalize 
activities that are “neither criminal nor the federal government’s 
business.”*8 Last year, author James Swanson joined the Center as 
senior legal scholar, focusing on judicial nominations and constitu- 
tional law. 

° Meese hosts a monthly luncheon meeting of the Public Interest 
Law Group, which includes heads of freedom-based public interest 
organizations, Justice Department officials, senior congressional 


staffers, and other members of Washington’s legal community. (As 
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mentioned earlier, as chief of staff to Governor Reagan, he helped 
lay the foundation, in 1972 and 1973, for the first freedom-based 
public interest law firm—the Pacific Legal Foundation.) PILG 
participants discuss Supreme Court decisions, judicial nominations, 
Justice Department actions, pending legislation on Capitol Hill, and 
legal cases of a national or constitutional significance. Vice presi- 
dent Roger Clegg of the Center for Equal Opportunity, a regular at 
the monthly PILG meetings, says that “only Ed could have brought 
it about” because he is “trusted and respected by a whole variety of 
organizations.” Meese also chairs the Legal Strategy Forum, which 
twice a year brings together CEOs of public interest law groups, 
federal judges, legal scholars, and jurists to discuss the major legal is- 
sues and trends within a constitutional, freedom-based framework. 
Here again, says Clegg, the essential catalyst is Ed Meese.* He 
was the impetus for the research and writing of Bringing Justice to 
the People: The Story of the Freedom-Based Public Interest Law Move- 
ment, edited by Lee Edwards and praised by Kenneth Starr, former 
solicitor general of the United States, as “a vitally important book 
chronicling the restoration of reason to government and the reas- 
sertion of freedom in the legal sphere.”2"5 

¢ With Heritage as his bully pulpit and the Constitution as his 
guiding star, Meese addresses critical national issues such as the ur- 
gent need for tort reform (“these outrageously excessive fees are 
worse than unethical—they represent a grave danger to the Ameri- 
can political system”); the dangers of overreacting to alleged abuses 
of fundamental liberties in the USA PATRIOT Act (“most of the 
proposals for reform mistake the appearance of potential problems 
and abuse ... with the reality of no abuse at all”); the importance of 


the Defense of Marriage Act (“to guard the states’ liberty to deter- 
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mine marriage policy in accord with the principles of federalism, 
society .. . must prevent the institution from being redefined out 
of existence or abolished altogether”); and Senate Democrats’ ob- 
struction of President Bush’s judicial nominees (“the minority in 
the Senate is using the filibuster in an unprecedented manner to 
prevent the confirmation of highly qualified judges”). 

* He sets the goals of the Center for Legal and Judicial Studies, 
which for 2005 include providing legal and other advice to Mem- 
bers of Congress who are interested in getting rid of the filibuster 
in judicial selection, obtaining reauthorization of the sunset provi- 
sions of the USA PATRIOT Acct, and blocking passage of the Law 
of the Sea Treaty. He oversees the burgeoning publishing arm of 
the Center for Legal and Judicial Studies and the B. Kenneth Si- 
mon Center for American Studies, directed by political historian 
Matthew Spalding. Leading the list of 2005 books is The Heri- 
tage Guide to the Constitution, edited by Spalding and David Forte, 
which includes some 180 essays on every aspect of the Constitu- 
tion. Ed Meese is chairman of the five-member advisory board for 
the Guide. “We believe,” says Meese, “that The Heritage Guide to the 
Constitution will become as important as Joseph Story’s 19th cen- 
tury classic Commentaries on the Constitution.” 

At the same time, Ed Meese remains a Visiting Distinguished 
Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, where 
he worked on his papers and the gubernatorial papers of Ronald 
Reagan, and is a member of the board of directors of the Land- 
mark Legal Foundation, the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, and 
the Capital Research Center. He is co-chairman of the board of 
governors of the Reagan Ranch, which is administered by Young 
America’s Foundation. He has also been a Distinguished Senior 
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Heritage Foundation President Edwin J. Feulner and Meese present the 


Clare Boothe Luce Award to former President Reagan, 1998. 


Fellow at the University of London's Institute of United States 
Studies; a founding trustee of the Ronald Reagan Presidential Li- 
brary; president of the Reagan Alumni Association; president of 
the Council for National Policy, whose several hundred members 
constitute the conservative movement’s leading movers and shak- 
ers; and president of the Philadelphia Society, the nation’s most 
respected organization of conservative intellectuals. 

He served for eight years on George Mason University’s Board of 


Visitors, six of them as “rector” or chairman. Meese was no figure- 


The Heritage Foundation 
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head in the latter position: The Board of Visitors is the legal gov- 
erning body of the university with overall responsibility for proper 
management of the institution. Among the university’s achieve- 
ments during Meese’s tenure ending in 2004 were the rise of the 
law school to “a top tier level,” the creation of the School of Public 
Policy, and the recruitment of outstanding faculty to the depart- 
ment of economics. 

He is one of the most sought after conservative speakers in the 
nation. In just the first part of last December, according to his 
Heritage assistant Amber Streit, Ed Meese received forty speaking 
requests and invitations. Unusual, even for the peripatetic Meese, 
was his dual appearance at Hillsdale College in mid-October 2004. 
Avery concerned Larry Arnn, Hillsdale’s president, telephoned Ed 
Meese on Thursday, October 14, to say that William F. Buckley, Jr., 
the main speaker for Saturday evening—just two days away—had 
fallen ill and was obliged to cancel. The only person of equal caliber 
that Arnn could think of on such short notice was Meese—already 
scheduled to speak at Hillsdale the following Tuesday. Arnn real- 
ized that it was a terrible imposition, but would Ed be willing to 
fill in for Bill Buckley at the last moment? Without hesitation but 
with the promise of private transportation, Meese said he would. 
When he returned home on Sunday, Ursula asked him how his 
speech went. “Okay,” her husband replied. On Monday the Meeses 
flew to Michigan where Ed again spoke to a Hillsdale audience and 
received a standing ovation. “You know,” said President Arnn to 
Ursula, “we’ve only had three standing ovations since I’ve been 
here—the last one was Saturday night when Ed spoke.” 

It is exceedingly embarrassing to the self-effacing Meese, but 


wherever he goes these days he is acclaimed. When about one 
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Since 1990, Meese has served as The Heritage Foundation’s 
Ronald Reagan Fellow in Public Policy. 


hundred members of the Reagan Administration were invited to 
the White House after Ronald Reagan’s death in June 2004, and 
remarks were made by such luminaries as George Shultz, William 
Clark, Martin Anderson, and Peggy Noonan, the person who re- 
ceived the warmest applause from the assemblage was Ed Meese. 


Chas Geer 
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“Ed's most important legacy,” says Martin Anderson, “is that he 
helped the man who changed the world.” The two other members 
of the White House troika are unanimous in their appraisal of Ed 
Meese’s contribution to the Reagan presidency: “Indispensable,” 
says James Baker. “Ronald Reagan couldn’t have made it without 
Ed,” says Michael Deaver. “He’s clearly the standard bearer of the 
Reagan Revolution,” says William Clark. “He can bring together 
conservatives of every kind,” says Ed Feulner; “no wonder conserva- 
tives around the country affectionately call Ed the Godfather.” “If 
he can help,” says Lois Haight, “there is no job too small, no effort 
too great, no place he will not go, if he can lend his name, his repu- 
tation, his prestige, or just his strong hands and stout heart.” “He's 
there, always,” says Ursula of her husband of forty-five years.” 

At seventy-three, Ed Meese maintains a daily schedule of speak- 
ing, writing, meeting, and advising that would severely test the re- 
sources of someone half his age. Heritage executive vice president 
Phil Truluck suggested a couple of years ago that Meese ought to 
slow down: “And he did—cutting out paid speeches.”*”” He moves 
quietly and efficiently from task to task. He puts those around him 
at ease with a smile and a slice of humor. He crisply sums up the 
salient points at a meeting or conference. He moves audiences with 
personal stories of working beside Ronald Reagan. He takes the time 
to counsel young people at every opportunity, encouraging them to 
consider a career of public service. Like St. Paul—whom he likes to 
quote—he continues to fight the good fight, to run the race, to keep 
the faith with his eye on the final prize. 

Summing up the 1980s—which launched the Age of Reagan in 
which we still live—the political scientist Andrew E. Busch wrote that 


they were a decade of economic liberty, a decade of political liberty, 
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and a decade of global liberty. “In almost every particular,” Busch 
said, “Reagan pursued a course calculated to make America and the 
world more free and more capable of sustaining freedom.””*° 

Ed Meese pursues a similar course, seeing it as his mission to pro- 
tect the founding principles of America and to preserve the shining 


legacy of the President whom he served so well for so long. 
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“If Ed Meese is not a good man, there are no good men.” 


Ronald Reagan 


From the halls of California’s State Capitol in Sacramento to the Oval Office in the White 
House, Edwin Meese III was Ronald Reagan’s most trusted aide. Raised in a devout 
family steeped in public service, Meese has always answered the call. His contributions to 
constitutional law, criminal justice, and public policy have left an unparalleled legacy in a 
career spanning nearly five decades. Lee Edwards, Distinguished Fellow in Conservative 
Thought at The Heritage Foundation and the historian of the conservative movement, tells 
the life story of this accomplished American, principled conservative, and devoted husband 


and father. 


At each step of Reagan’s rise to the presidency, Meese was at his side. A young prosecutor 
when Governor Reagan tapped him to join his new administration, Meese quickly gained 
the respect of his boss and became known as the “assistant governor.” Meese advised Reagan 
through two presidential campaigns and then managed the smoothest presidential transition 
in history. Meese was a central figure of the famous “troika” that guided the White House in 
President Reagan's first term. As Counsellor to the President, Meese coordinated many of 
Reagan’s most important proposals, including judicial selection and the Strategic Defense 
Initiative. As the 75th Attorney General of the United States, he was a leader in the war 
on drugs and a crucial voice of conscience when the Administration confronted the Iran- 
Contra affair. To Preserve and Protect recounts the triumphs of Ed Meese’s unwavering fight 
for freedom and the rule of law, commitments that make him a beacon of inspiration to all 


who love liberty and justice. 
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